Isaiah 11:1-10. The Coming Kingdom. 
Do you know the origin of the phrase ‘face the music’? Many years ago, a man wanted to play in the Vienna Imperial Orchestra, but he could hardly play a note. Since he was a person of great wealth and influence, the conductor agreed to let him sit in the orchestra. Although he couldn’t read music, he was given a flute and, when a concert began, he would raise it to his mouth, pucker his lips, and pretend to play. This went on for two years, until a new conductor took over and told the orchestra that he wanted to personally audition everyone to see how well they could play, so that he could weed out anyone who couldn’t meet his standards. One by one, the players were auditioned. When it was his turn, the phoney flautist pretended to be sick, but the doctor who was ordered to examine him declared that he was perfectly well. Shamefacedly, he had to confess to the conductor that he was a fake. He had to ‘face the music’.
A time is coming when everything that is hidden will be brought into the light, when all of us will have to ‘face the music’. In Advent, we are reminded of that as we look forward to Jesus coming again in glory as King and Judge. And that is a prospect that is frightening and wonderful at the same time.
We live in a world that is far from how God intends it to be. Around us, we see injustice (with a growing gap between rich and poor), immorality (a society that is fast losing any sense of right and wrong), and all kinds of suffering, not least redundancy and sickness within our own church. As Christians, we should not be surprised. We live in a fallen world, where most people have turned away from God and do whatever seems right in their own eyes; a world which is subject to God’s judgement; a world where Satan is ‘prowling around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour’ (1 Peter 5:8). 
During every baptism, after the call to repentance, when we mark the candidate with the sign of the cross, we say together, ‘Fight valiantly as a disciple of Christ against sin, the world and the devil, and remain faithful to Christ to the end of your life.’ As disciples of Christ, we battle against sin (our own tendency to do it my way rather than God’s way), the world (all that draws us away from God and mocks at Christ), and the devil (the king of darkness, who is the source of all temptation, sickness, pain and death). Often we fall back into the same old ways of behaving, we are drawn into the world’s way of thinking, we pray for the sick and when they aren’t healed, we start to think that God doesn’t answer prayer. When we are discouraged by this battle, as we all are from time to time, it is good and right to remind ourselves of what is to come.
Isaiah gives us a hope of a restored world under a perfect King. And here he tells us what kind of King this Messiah will be. At its best, the reign of King David, about 1000 years before the birth of Christ, showed us what the reign of Jesus would be like. From Solomon onwards, with a few notable exceptions like Hezekiah and Jehoshaphat, the kings of Israel and Judah did not follow David’s godly example, until God caused his people to be defeated and taken into exile. 
One of the greatest of the prophets was Isaiah, who lived between 750 and 700 years before Christ. With an eagle eye, he saw many things that were coming. Rather as, when we stand on the top of Hoad and see the fells on the horizon and can’t tell the distance between the nearest and furthest peaks, so with Isaiah, the return from exile, the ministry of John the Baptist and the coming of the Messiah are all part of one view of what is coming. He saw beyond the despair of the exile when the King of Judah, descended from Jesse, was finally cut off like a great tree at the root and carried off to Babylon when Jerusalem fell in 587BC. He sees beyond that to the birth of Jesus, when the Spirit of the Lord will cause ‘a shoot (to) come up from the stump of Jesse; (and) from his roots a branch will bear fruit’ (v.1). 
And here, in Isaiah 11:2, we see what this new king, Jesus, will be like. This King will have ‘the spirit of wisdom and understanding’ (v.2a), where wisdom is what is needed to govern wisely and understanding is the power to see to the heart of issues. This King will also have ‘the spirit of counsel and might’ (v.2b), which is the ability to devise a right course of action and the strength to see it through. This King will have ‘the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord’ (v.2c), which means he has a personal relationship with God and submits his ways to him.

Think of Thirlmere – full of water after a wet summer - providing water for Manchester. In the ministry of Jesus, wisdom, counsel and knowledge are like the reservoir from which he drew, and the understanding, might and fear of the Lord are like the outflow of that ministry, as he taught with authority and healed every disease and sickness.
Isaiah also tells us how Jesus will reign when he returns as King.
In verses 3-5, we see that it will be characterised by righteousness. In the Bible, righteousness speaks of living in a right relationship between us and God, experiencing his forgiveness and grace so that we can live his way. Out of this flows a right relationship with one another, and a concern to help the poor and needy. And that’s what it will be like wherever Christ is King. The needy and the poor will be treated rightly and receive justice. Righteousness and justice belong together. That’s why, when John the Baptist came as a voice crying out in the wilderness to prepare the way of the Lord, as Isaiah had foretold (Is. 40:3), he called the people to repent, so they could be put right with God and with each other.
In verses 6-9, we see that Christ’s reign will also be characterised by peace. Isaiah’s vision looks back to the Garden of Eden and forward to the new heaven and a new earth in the book of Revelation (ch.21). Predators, like the wolf and the lion live peacefully alongside their prey, like the lamb and the calf (vv.6+7). The curse of the Fall, which divided the woman and her seed from the snake, is gone – young children have nothing to fear from cobra or viper (v.8). In fact, it is a child who will be a leader in this Kingdom. Didn’t Jesus say that unless we become like a child, we will not enter the Kingdom of heaven? 
Then there is the wonderful picture of the earth being filled with the knowledge of God as the waters cover the sea (v.9) when his Kingdom comes flooding in; when nations will rally to the banner of the risen Christ as he returns in victory.
But of course that is far from the perspective of most people around us. When people come on an Alpha course, one of the main issues which keeps them from coming to faith in a loving God is the existence of suffering and injustice in the world. But suffering and injustice are temporary, and they were not introduced by God. God does not answer all our prayers to end suffering and sickness in the way we would like, but his plan is that the curse which Satan has brought upon humanity and the whole creation will be broken. There will be a new heaven and a new earth. 

We get a foretaste of this new heaven and new earth whenever we see suffering, immorality and injustice banished and peace, righteousness and justice come in their place. Think of The Corrymeela Community, which has worked to heal divisions between RC and Protestant in N Ireland; the Truth and Reconciliation Commission which has brought healing between black and white in S Africa; the Eden communities where Christians go to live in our inner city estates; the care and compassion we receive from one another in the body of Christ. 
That is why, as Christians, we are passionate about seeing people brought into a right relationship with God and each other through Christ. That is why we are passionately concerned for those Wilson Carlisle, the founder of the Church Army called ‘the least, the last and the lost’. That is why we are passionate about relieving suffering and opposing corruption around the world. When we submit our lives to Jesus and serve him as our King, he fills us with his Spirit and begins to make us like himself (vv. 1-3); he gives us a concern for righteousness and justice for the oppressed (vv.3-5); he brings peace, wholeness and reconciliation in our personal lives and our life together (vv.6-9). Every time we pray the Lord’s Prayer, we pray for God’s Kingdom to come, his will to be done on earth as it is in heaven. We look ahead to a new heaven and a new earth.
Like Isaiah we may say we live in frightening and uncertain times when true faith seems to be in retreat. But if we trust in Christ, we can face the music with confidence as we await his return; we can fight valiantly against sin, the world and the devil because we know that we are on the victory side and that Satan’s time is short (Rev. 12:12). Christ has died, Christ has risen, Christ will come again. Hallelujah!
