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  I think it’s safe to say that as Americans we are very much in favor of our system of government, this system in which we have three branches of government to act as a set of checks and balances – an executive branch, a legislative branch, and a judicial branch.  In our system who is President is certainly important, but the President isn’t a dictator; his power is held in check by Congress and by the courts.  Congress can pass bills, but the President holds veto power over those bills, and the courts have the authority to decide whether those bills are constitutional.  It’s a system that in many ways is the envy of the world, a system with the flexibility to have survived over 200 years.  This year alone we have witnessed uprisings and revolutions in Egypt, in Tunisia, in Libya, in Yemen, in Syria and more, as people have clamored and fought for a change in their governments.  But not here.  Yes, we still call for change – a change in policy, a change in leadership, a change in direction.  But what we don’t hear, at least what I don’t hear, is a call for a change in the system; we seem to be agreed that having three branches of government is a good way to structure our federal government.
With that said, we still do a lot of complaining about those three branches.  The last poll I saw gave President Obama a 47% approval rating.  Congress’ approval rating was far lower – 25%.  And the Supreme Court earned a 51% approval rating.  We like the system, but apparently we aren’t all that pleased with any of the three branches individually.  

But Isaiah introduces us to a branch of government we can always depend on.  Here’s how Isaiah describes this branch in Isaiah 11:

A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit.  The Spirit of the Lord will rest on him – the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, the Spirit of counsel and of power, the Spirit of knowledge and of the 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; 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.  Righteousness will be his belt and faithfulness the sash around his waist.

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 hole of the cobra, and the young child put his hand into the viper’s nest.  They will neither harm nor destroy on all my holy mountain, for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea.
In that day the Root of Jesse will stand as a banner for the peoples; the nations will rally to him, and his place of rest will be glorious.  In that day the Lord will reach out his hand a second time to reclaim the remnant that is left of his people … (Isaiah 11:1-11) 
We Can Depend On This Branch To Make Right Judgments
Did you ever go tree climbing when you were younger?  I loved climbing trees when I was a kid.  Behind our house was a large marsh that was home to scores of fairly tall trees, and as a 5th and 6th grader I spent a lot of time seeing just how high I could get in those trees.  Frankly I was far more fearless then than I am now, apparently still too young and naïve to worry much about falling and getting hurt.  But I did have a few close calls.  One thing I learned is that it’s much safer to climb in the summer than it is in the winter, at least in Minnesota.  In the winter all the branches look pretty much the same, because none of the branches have leaves on them, which means you can’t tell which branches are alive and which are dead.  In the summer that distinction is much more easily made.  In the summer you know that if a branch doesn’t have leaves on it, then you shouldn’t step on it because it’s dead and dry and it’s quite likely to break under any weight you might put on it.  Not that I didn’t try, mind you.  After all, some of those dead branches were still pretty thick; they sure looked like you could walk on them.  But then … crack!  Lesson learned.  If you’re going to climb a tree, you need a branch you can depend on.
If you’ve had a chance to read through these first 11 chapters of Isaiah, you might have noticed that Isaiah is pretty fond of forestry imagery.  In Isaiah 7:2 Isaiah tells us that the hearts of the people of Israel were shaken with fear just as the trees of the forest shake in the wind.  In Isaiah 9 Isaiah compares the wicked leaders of Israel to branches that he will cut down in a single day.  And this is how Isaiah 10 ends, as Isaiah describes God’s judgment on his sinful people: “See, the Lord, the Lord Almighty, will lop off the boughs with great power.  The lofty trees will be felled, the tall ones will be brought low.  He will cut down the forest thickets with an ax; Lebanon will fall before the Mighty One.” (Isaiah 10:33-34)  
But God, as we’ve said before in this series, is a “Rehab Addict.”  He is a God who can bring life even from what has been cut down, even from what appears to be thoroughly dead.  Over the years we’ve had more than ten trees cut down in our yard, leaving nothing but the stumps.  And nothing has ever grown out of any of those stumps.  I have one stump in our back that I use to put my Burger King toys on; I put them there to protect my yard from the crows.  But that’s all the stump is good for, because there is no life in that stump.  On the other hand, every winter I cut our rose bushes way back, and every time I do my wife complains because she’s sure that I’ve just killed her rose bushes.  But you all know what happens – in the spring, new shoots appear from the branches I cut off months before, and in time that bush is blooming with more roses than it ever had before.  That’s something of the imagery Isaiah is using as he begins chapter 11: “A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit.”  A shoot shouldn’t come up out of a stump; a stump is dead.  But in God’s hands, even a stump can give birth to new life, and in this case a shoot springs up from the stump of Jesse that grows into a Branch that bears fruit.
So who is this Branch we can depend on, this shoot that comes up from the stump of Jesse?  Do you remember who Jesse is?  Three hundred years before this, Israel had its very first king – King Saul.  But Saul was not someone God or the people of Israel could depend on, so God told the prophet Samuel that he was going to replace Saul with someone he could depend on.  In 1 Samuel 16 God tells Samuel this: “Fill your horn with oil and be on your way; I am sending you to Jesse of Bethlehem.  I have chosen one of his sons to be king.” (1 Samuel 16:1)  The son God chose, of course, was David, and in many ways David was a great king.  But David was not without his flaws.  He committed adultery; he committed murder.  He was a lousy father.  Even so, God promised David that he would always have a descendant on the throne.  In fact, the Messiah was to come from the line of David.  
But there was a big problem – the majority of David’s descendants were louts.  They were unfaithful to God and they were poor rulers of God’s people.  Neither God nor God’s people could depend on them to do the right thing.  So what does God do?  He cuts them down, like trees being cut down in a forest. 
Before we had kids Brenda and I would try to imagine what our kids would be like.  We would tease each other and say, “I hope our kids have my nose and not your nose,” or “I hope they have my teeth and not your teeth.”  Actually, we pretty much were hoping that our kids got everything from Brenda instead of me, with one exception – we very much hoped our kids got my sense of direction and not hers. And once in awhile we would worry out loud to each other: “What if our kids get all of my worst traits and all of your worst traits, and none of the good ones?”
God cut down the rulers of the people of Israel because he could not have the Messiah coming from a long line of louts; he could not have the Messiah “inheriting” all the worst from those who came before him.  But that leaves God with a problem – how does God keep his promise to bring the Messiah from the line of David if he cuts them all down?  And the answer is – by going back to David’s father, by going back to Jesse.  The Messiah will be a shoot that comes from the stump of Jesse, a stump untainted by the failures of David and his descendants.  That’s why in Isaiah the shoot doesn’t come from the stump of David, as we might expect, but from the stump of Jesse.

There really was no mystery about who was meant by the term “the Branch,” who is mentioned a number of times by the prophets.  Isaiah has already mentioned the Branch back in chapter 4:  “In that day the Branch of the Lord will be beautiful and glorious, and the fruit of the land will be the pride and glory of the survivors in Israel.” (Isaiah 4:2)  Jeremiah tells us a little more: “The days are coming, says 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.  In his days Judah will be saved, and Israel will live in safety.” (Jeremiah 23:5-6)  And in Zechariah we read this: “Here is the man whose name is the Branch, and he will branch out from his place and build the temple of the Lord.  It is he who will build the temple of the Lord, and he will be clothed with majesty and will sit and rule on his throne. ” (Zechariah 6:12-13) The Branch is the Messiah, the Anointed One, the King.  He is a branch that can hold our weight, a branch we can depend on.  We may not be able to depend on the executive branch of government or the legislative branch or the judicial branch; but we can be sure that this Branch will never let us down.
So what can we depend on this Branch to do for us?  First, we can depend on the Branch who shoots up from the stump of Jesse to make right judgments.  Notice how the Branch is equipped – the Spirit of the Lord will rest on him, the Spirit of wisdom and understanding, the Spirit of counsel and of power, the Spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord.  When you buy a car, you want a car that is well-equipped.  When I shop for a car, I want a car that’s equipped with power.  And most shoppers today want their new car to come equipped with a navigation system; they want their car to be able to help them choose wisely when they’re deciding where to turn and where to go.  The Branch, Isaiah tells us, is fully equipped to make right judgments – the Branch has wisdom and understanding and knowledge and power.
And notice how the Branch makes his judgments: “He will not judge by what he sees with his eyes, or decide by what he hears with his ears; but with righteousness he will judge the needy, with justice he will give decisions for the poor of the earth.” (Isaiah 11:3-4)  I had jury duty last month.  I never got called up into the box, but there were 18 citizens who were seated on the jury panel in this criminal trial when the judge made an announcement.  She said that all of us, including the 18 in the jury box, were excused.  She explained that the defendant had decided to waive his right to a trial by jury and was willing to let the judge be the decision-maker.  And I have to tell you, I think the defendant made the right choice.  While I respect the jury system, I would have had a lot more confidence in that judge to make a right judgment than I would have had in that jury.  She just seemed far better equipped, far better versed in the law, far better qualified to render a fair verdict than the jury that had been seated for that case.
One day every one of us will be judged for what we have and haven’t done on this earth.  As we’ve said before, that’s actually a good thing.  I think we all want to be judged.  We want to be judged because it means that our lives matter, that what we do and say and think matters.  If our lives didn’t matter, God wouldn’t bother judging us.  But they do matter.  And the good news is that that we can depend on the One who is going to judge us to judge us fairly and accurately.  The Branch will judge us with righteousness and with justice.  He will be fully informed; he will take every contingency into account; and he will be completely fair.  
We Can Depend On This Branch To Revolutionize Relationships
Secondly, we can depend on the Branch to revolutionize our relationships.  Did you notice how very different life will be when the Branch is King?  “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.” (Isaiah 11:6)  
Here’s an admittedly odd concern I have about life in heaven; maybe you’ve had it too.  I’m concerned that there will be people in heaven that I won’t get along with.  You know – Dodger fans, Raider fans, those types of people.  People who even though they’re Christians have been mean to me or have shunned me or have hurt me.  How can heaven be heaven if I have to share it with them?  Please tell me that I’m not the only one who has ever wondered about that?

But that’s not something we have to wonder about or worry about, because we can depend on this Branch of government to totally revolutionize our relationships.  After all, if he can make the wolf and the lamb to lie down in peace together, certainly he can make Dodger fans and Giant fans and As fans and Angels fans to be at peace.  If he can make it safe for a child to put his hand in the hole of a cobra, then he can make it safe for you and me to mingle with those folks who we may not have been at peace with in this lifetime. 

 And then that makes me wonder – if I can depend on this Branch to revolutionize my relationships in the age to come, is it possible that he can revolutionize my relationships here and now?  And the answer is … of course.  Of course it’s possible.  Now here’s the thing.  It’s only going to happen if both parties put their lives fully into his hands.  It’s only going to happen if both parties submit their differences to the Branch.  It’s only going to happen if both parties make the King their King.  And I can’t make the other party do that.  But I can make sure I do.  
And I hope that’s something every one of us will agree to do, to submit our lives wholly and completely to the King and to give him permission to do whatever he needs to do in our lives to bring peace.  We can’t control what the other person does or says or thinks, but we can make sure that we have placed control of our lives into the hands of the King, and we can ask our King to do all he can to revolutionize our relationships here and now as radically and miraculously as he will in the age to come.  Because the fact is that God is far more interested in his people living in peace than he is with cows and bears and lions and lambs living in peace.
We Can Depend On This Branch To Redeem Those Who Remain
Third, we can depend on this Branch to redeem those who remain.  Here’s what we read in Isaiah 11:
In that day the Lord will reach out his hand a second time to reclaim the remnant that is left of his people from Assyria, from Lower Egypt, from Upper Egypt, from Cush, from Elam, from Babylonia, from Hamath and from the islands of the sea.  He will raise a banner for the nations and gather the exiles of Israel; he will assemble the scattered people of Judah from the four quarters of the earth … There will be a highway for the remnant of his people that is left from Assyria, as there was for Israel when they came up from Egypt. (Isaiah 11:11-12, 16)  
You may have heard the phrase “the remnant” before.  The prophets warned the people of God that God would not overlook their sin, that one day God was going to punish them for their idolatry and their sinfulness by bringing in other nations to destroy their land and to take them captive.  And that is in fact exactly what happened.  In 722 B.C. Assyria defeated the northern kingdom of Israel and took its inhabitants and scattered them to the winds.  Then in 586 B.C. Babylon defeated the southern kingdom of Judah and took its inhabitants as captives.  The land of Israel was no more; the magnificent temple of Jerusalem was destroyed; the people of Israel had no home.
But God is a “Rehab Addict.”  He is a God who delights to reclaim and restore and redeem.  So through Isaiah God gives this promise: “Just as I rescued you from Egypt and made a highway for you from Egypt to the Promised Land, so I will reclaim you from Assyria and Egypt and Cush and Babylon.  I will make a highway for those who remain so they can return home.”  And those who returned home are known as the remnant.  Not everyone chose to come back, either to God or to the land of Israel.  But a remnant returned, and God reclaimed those who remained as his own and restored them and redeemed them.

And he would love nothing more than to do the same with us.  Because here’s the thing – we all wander off.  Some of us do it more blatantly than others, more openly than others.  We give up on our faith and we walk out on the church, and we don’t care who knows.  Some of us do it more quietly.  We still go to church, though not as often as we did.  But in our hearts, we’ve left.  We don’t believe like we used to believe.  It just isn’t working for us any more.  And then one day, we just stop coming altogether.  We’ve walked out and shut the door behind us; we’re not coming back.
But while we may have shut the door, God hasn’t.  In the words of Isaiah, “In that day the Lord will reach out his hand a second time to reclaim the remnant that is left … There will be a highway for the remnant of his people …” (Isaiah 11:11, 16)  
We use the term “burning your bridges.”  We all know what it means because we’ve all done it.  We left a job on less than happy terms; we burned a bridge – there’s no chance we can ever go back.  We left a relationship in tatters; we burned a bridge – there’s no way that person will ever trust us again.  

And maybe you thought you burned your bridges with God.  In point of fact, you did.  But if you will just take the time to look back, you will notice that God not only rebuilt the bridge – he built a highway.  Whenever you’re ready, God is waiting to take you back.
And he wants more than to just take you back.  He wants to reclaim you.  It may be that none of you here have ever watched the show “Rehab Addict,” which may well be one of the lowest rated shows in the history of cable TV.  On that show Nicole Curtis shows us what it means to reclaim and redeem what others have thrown away.  The house she was renovating once upon a time had a beautiful entryway door made of beveled glass.  When she bought this reclamation project, the door was anything but beautiful.  Pieces of the glass door had been broken out; others pieces were chipped.  Had it been me, I would have simply bought a new door.

But that’s not how she does things. Her mission is to restore homes to their original beauty.  So she took what was left of that door to a store that collects pieces of old, broken glass.  And you know what those pieces are called – they’re called “remnants.”  Then she carefully sifted through those remnants to find ones large enough for her to re-cut and polish and use in her door.  It’s painstaking work, work you only do if you have a passion for this sort of thing.  But in time Nicole had recreated a beautiful glass entryway door out of remnants of glass other people had thrown away.  She reclaimed those remnants and made something new out of them.

And that’s what God wants to do with our lives.  He wants to reclaim and redeem and restore the remnants of our lives, those experiences and periods of time we thought were an utter and complete waste, those parts of our lives we thought were meant only for the scrap heap.  That’s his passion; that’s what he delights to do.  But he can’t do it unless we give him all the pieces.  So let’s do that now.  Let’s give God every last piece of our lives, the good and the bad.  Let’s give ourselves wholly and completely to the Righteous Branch – he’s a Branch we can depend on.
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