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Isaiah 11:1-10
Romans 15:4-13
Matthew 3:1-12

“Stubborn trees”

• For the seven years that Katy and I lived in Jonesboro, our previous home 
before coming to Barrington 

• We lived in the rectory and we had a privacy fence to separate the house 
from the church’s parish hall

• It was an old fence, weathered by years of rain and sun, about to fall 
down in a few places

• And growing up through it was a tree or two
• With the fence being so fragile, we decided to cut the trees as they were 

starting to grow taller than the fence
• And we were worried the trunks would eventually destroy the fence

• Except there was one tree positioned just so that we could cut it close to 
the ground

• We could only cut it where it began sticking out, and it left about 6 inches 
of trunk that we could not reach without removing the fence

• Year after year we cut that tree as far as we could
• And year after year it grew back
• I felt a combination of frustration and inspiration as each year the tree 

would once again grow as tall as that fence
• And each year I would cut it back as far as possible
• When we finally moved, there it was still growing- it had won, that 

stubborn tree had outlasted me
• Trees are amazing plants, resilient
• They can evoke a lot of emotion- whether its frustration at the regrowth 

when you need it to grow somewhere else
• Or the opposite, the sorrow at seeing a great old tree that you love being 

reduced to only a stump.
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• I think we all can relate to why the author of our Isaiah passage this 
morning discusses the loss and gain in terms of a tree and its stump

• We do not know who wrote this passage of Isaiah 1
• The book of Isaiah itself that we have in our Bibles was actually written by 

three different people2

• Living in very different times and circumstances
• As to this passage, it is from first Isaiah
• Many scholars believe it was the original prophet himself back in the 

eighth century BCE
• Perhaps he is discussing a time before exile while there still was a king 

in Israel
• Maybe he was in mourning for a recently passed king and was seeing 

promise in the next one
• Or even that Isaiah was unhappy with the king being anointed and 

described the current state of the monarchy as a stump from what was 
formerly a glorious tree

• Still even, some scholars see this as an unnamed prophet from centuries 
later writing from exile, with faith that God would come to their aid

• The confusion of authorship and date only gives us the ability to see this 
passage in a larger context

• It is timeless because for ancient Israel, they had gone through many 
difficult times in which they probably felt as a tree cut down to just a 
stump

• Many centuries before, famine had driven them to Egypt where they 
became slaves

• They escaped, formed their own nation, but experienced a civil war 
resulting in a northern and southern kingdom, Israel and Judea 3

• Not may generations later Assyria and Babylonia invaded
• Then, after some time of rebuilding, Alexander the Great invaded
• And finally Rome around 63 BCE
• This people knew what it was like to grow, but then only to be cut down 

again

 New Interpreters’ Bible Commentary on Isaiah 11:11

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Isaiah2

 http://contenderministries.org/middleeast/timeline.php3
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• Hearing this prophet speak of lasting hope might have seemed a little foolish 
to this people

• Out of the stump of the past, new growth will appear, a new king, the 
prophet says

• The promise of peace created by a just ruler and government
• A king who will not judge by what he sees and hears, by what looks and 

sounds good at that moment, by bribes or threats, like the invading kings
• But who will judge with righteousness and equity
• And the prophet is not stopping at just the nation of Israel
• The new growth in the nation of Israel will be a hope for all nations
• And all of creation will be changed as well, remade so that there is not 

fear or destruction in God’s creation
• The earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the 

sea
• Former enemies like the wolf and lamb can coexist
• Children can play with snakes without injury
• Factions within races and religions can all rest in peace without fear
• Those who at one time could not come together because of suspicion and 

fear of violence 
• Can now let their guard down and can relax in each others’ midst

• No more invasions, no more war, no more need for a strong defense
• This same message of hope was repeated by John the Baptist as he told 

all to make ready for the new growth, the coming of Christ
• For John, Jesus was that new growth, the new hope that God would bring 

about the peace and justice described in Isaiah.
• Both Isaiah and John foretold of new growth from something counted as 

dead
• Israelites under the Assyrians, Jews under the Romans
• But even more was all of humanity’s connection to our creator
• There was a huge separation between God and humanity
• Jesus would soon be coming to bridge that gap, to make something that 

was dead and hopeless live again
• And John the Baptizer is getting us ready
• It was an interesting little nugget that one of my commentaries pointed out 

about John
• The Baptizer’s story is found in all four gospels in some fashion4

 http://leftbehindandlovingit.blogspot.com/2013/12/barren-roots-fertile-rocks-and-fiery.html4
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• Yet the birth story of Jesus is only found in two: Matthew and Luke
• I think we can say that John the Baptist does not get as much attention 

around Christmas time as he probably should
• His message is really at the heart of the first Advent
• John is likely ignored because he is a little weird: he’s hairy, stinky, and he 

eats bugs
• Which is very similar to the description of Elijah found in 2 Kings , 5

establishing John in the long line of prophets
• John is off the grid, outside the mainstream, in a position well-suited to 

criticize it
• John calls out the spiritual leaders of the people for looking after their own 

self interests, calls them Vipers
• He calls the people who have gathered to repent and receive baptism
• To change their minds and lives , to begin walking in a new direction6

• Repentance, as John is admonishing us to do, is death of the old stump, 
and regrowth of a new tree

• John even goes on to tell us that Jesus will assist us in this rejuvenation 
process

• Often seen as a strong word of judgment, John warns that the ax is at the 
root of the trees and those trees that do not bear fruit will be cut down

• If you read this to mean that people who do not bear fruit will be cut down, 
then it is a cautionary tale.

• But this is not the only way to see this passage:
• Another interpretation of these judgment passages is to view each of us 

as having trees that both bear fruit and those that do not
• As if each of us is a vineyard, with the different aspects of our lives 

growing in one place but still being distinct
• Perhaps the ax is there to empower us to pick it up and remove the 

pieces of our lives that do not bear the fruit worthy of repentance.
• That with God’s help, John goes on to say we can sift through the wheat 

and separate out the chaff that is undesirable
• We, with Jesus’ help, can make the changes in our lives that lead to 

bearing fruit
• The fruit of peace described in Isaiah.

 http://leftbehindandlovingit.blogspot.com/2013/12/barren-roots-fertile-rocks-and-fiery.html5

 Borg, quoted at http://web.me.com/lindyblack/Sermon_Fodder/Lectionary/Entries/6

2010/12/5_ADVENT_2A.html
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• The fruit of repentance prophesied by John
• There are going to be times when we feel as though we have been cut down 

to a stump with little left to give or regrow
• Each new event, an illness, a death, a problem at work and school, grind 

away a little more hope each time
• All we can see is the stump of what once was a great tree, and feel the 

loss over what once was
• But this season of Advent is one of waiting for new growth
• That what God started in Christ will continue for us, and for the world
• It is hopeful waiting, not one of dread
• Yes, even though it means that life has made us weary, or even though 

the ax is at the foot of a specific place in our lives that needs pruning
• Our hope, the hope we await, is that God will be faithful to us during the 

regrowth
• A shoot will grow up from what was counted as near dead
• We have hope as this new creation slowly unfolds

• It occurred to me while reading Isaiah and Matthew that in both texts we 
hear references to snakes

• Isaiah says children will be able to play around them without fear
• And then John the Baptist calls the Pharisees and Sadducees vipers
• And implicit here is the snake that began all of the divisions in our world, 

the one from Genesis
• Now I know these texts were written many years apart, but doesn’t it 

really bring it home for us?
• Of just what God is up to in the world and within each of us this Advent
• That all of the divisions that exist, between us and God, between us and 

the rest of creation
• And between us and our fellow humankind- all of them, symbolized by 

snakes, is being healed and transformed
• That is God’s scope and vision
• That is the hope spoken of in Isaiah and by John the Baptist, manifested 

in Jesus
• Remaking, rejuvenating, and repairing, not only us individually, but all of 

creation
• The hope of the next Advent.
• Come, thou long-expected Jesus.

Amen.
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