
The Prophecy of the Lion and the Lamb

Isaiah 11:1-10, Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19, Romans 15:4-13

Advent, the start of the new liturgical year, is a time of looking forward to the 

promised coming of the Messiah, a baby who would be born the king of kings. We 

read in the Scriptures how that baby grew into a man who travelled about preaching 

the coming of the kingdom of God to all who would pay heed to him, and also to 

quite a few who would pay no heed at all. His eventual death on the cross was under 

the mocking sign “This is Jesus, the King of the Jews” but which despite its mocking 

intent spoke truly of the man it sought to demean. He was buried, and on the third day

rose again, and over a period of forty days Jesus spoke to the disciples about the 

kingdom of God. He then ascended into heaven to be seated on a throne at the right 

hand of God. There he will remain until he returns again to the earth in triumph. 

In Advent then we celebrate the fact that because God kept his promises we serve a 

risen Saviour who has entered into his glory and is reigning over the kingdom which 

has already begun, but which has yet to be fully manifest, something that will not 

occur until his return and the transition into the eternal kingdom where there will be 

no more pain, sorrow, or suffering of any kind. 

The king who was to come was often spoken of by the prophets, who encouraged the 

people of Israel to persevere through whatever came their way, in the hope which was

held out before them of the kingdom to come in which there would be only good. 

This was in contrast to their experience of kings, which was anything but good. The 

kings of Israel and Judah were often idolaters who were unjust and cruel to the 

people.  

 God raised up David as king to replace Saul, after Saul had betrayed his trust and 

followed his own way instead of following the Lord’s commands. David was a king 

after God’s own heart, the shepherd who protected his father’s flock from the lions 

and the bears which tried to kill and eat the sheep. Even though he was only a young 
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man, David did not flee from these fierce predator beasts, but stood his ground and 

beat them off or killed them. He told King Saul, “When a lion or a bear came and 

carried off a sheep from the flock, I went after it, struck it and rescued the sheep from

its mouth. When it turned on me, I seized it by its hair, struck it and killed it.” In the 

same way he went after Goliath and defeated him with God’s help, the same God 

who had helped him fight against the wild animals attacking the flock. 

When David became king, God continued to bless him and made him a promise that 

there would always be a man from his descendants to rule over God’s people, a 

promise that would last into eternity. David ruled his people well; he gave them the 

riches of the musical praise of God through the Psalms, he was strong and courageous

in all that he did. True, he slipped up badly when he had Uriah killed to cover up his 

adultery with Bathsheba, but after he was denounced by the prophet Nathan he 

repented before God, and suffered the punishment of seeing the child of his 

adulterous union die.

The kings who followed on from David were a mixed bunch: Solomon was the wisest

man in the whole earth, but was drawn into idolatry by the many foreign wives he 

married. After his death the kingdom was torn in two, with ten tribes to the north 

under a separate king, with Judah and Benjamin the only two tribes left to the king 

from David’s descendants. Both kingdoms could have prospered under God, but the 

kings of the northern tribes were evil without exception, engaging in the worst kinds 

of idolatry and lawlessness. Eventually God had had enough of their evil ways, and 

they were taken off into exile after which they were never heard from again – they 

vanished from the story of God’s redemption, and disappeared from world history. To

this day nobody knows what became of them – probably absorbed into the idolatrous 

nation of Assyria where they were exiled and thus they lost all identity as the former 

tribes of God’s people.

Even the kings who were rulers over the two tribes which were left, based in 

Jerusalem, were a mixed bunch. Some faithfully served God and got rid of the 
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idolatry in the land, but many of them participated in that idolatry themselves. 

Despite seeing the fate of the northern tribes being taken off into exile and their land 

being left desolate, they continued to sin against God and commit idolatry and many 

other evils. Eventually God was left with no option but to send armies against them 

who would defeat them and carry them off into exile as well – this time to Babylon, 

where they were forced to spend 70 years waiting for the chance to return to the 

promised land.

Those who ruled over Israel had proven themselves to be faithless servants, 

oppressing the people, gathering riches for themselves, exercising power for their 

own benefit, and doing injustice to all those who came seeking for help. The king, the

princes, the aristocrats, the priests, the officials of the kingdom, the landowners, the 

wealthy, all behaved abominably before the Lord and exploited the poor and the 

powerless. 

Nor were the ordinary people by any means innocent before God, since the whole 

nation had fallen into sin, committing idolatry; the rulers treated them unjustly, but 

they also were unjust to others. The rulers brought down on the people the 

punishment of exile, since they led the people into sin, and the people had willingly 

followed where they were led: they did not cry out to God against their unjust rulers, 

and so they also were punished. The whole nation was corrupted by idolatry and sin 

of every kind; therefore the whole nation was punished, the righteous along with the 

wicked – you will recall that not only were the wicked taken off into Babylon, but 

also those who refused to commit idolatry and kept themselves pure – the story of 

Daniel and his friends gives us an insight into the few who were still faithful to God, 

along with the story of Mordecai and Esther. So it was not all bleakness and woe; 

God retained a faithful remnant from whom he could rebuild his people, and we read 

the beginnings of this story with Ezra and Nehemiah and some of the minor prophets.

God then fulfilled his promise and gathered his people, that is, the remaining two 

tribes of Judah and Benjamin, back from the lands where they had been sent into 
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exile, where they were blessed by God and multiplied into a nation once again. Those

who led them were more upright than those who had led the nation before the exile, 

and there was no more idolatry in the nation after their return from exile. But not only

were they blessed in their everyday lives, God also promised them that they would 

eventually have a ruler who would be the kind of king whom they should always 

have had, a king like David, it is true, but also one greater than David, who as we 

have seen still sinned in terrible ways against the Lord. This promised king which 

was to come we can see fulfilled in Jesus, the true king over all things. 

Isaiah spoke of this king as the one whom the Lord would bless, and who would be 

obedient to the law given through Moses and the messages of the prophets. He would

be the king whom Israel had always longed for, a king who would rule over them 

with justice and peace:

Isaiah 11:1-5 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 upon him, the Spirit of 

wisdom and understanding, the Spirit of counsel and 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.

This king would show what none of the kings of Israel, and few of the kings of Judah 

ever understood – that ruling over the people is a responsibility which can be 

discharged faithfully only by following the Lord in everything. This is true also for 

governments today: to govern with justice and without favour to any is still the task 

and responsibility which they are called to fulfil, and it is only through 

acknowledging that true justice and governance is possible only when obedient to the 

Law of the Lord that we will ever see government that lives up to the standard to 
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which it is called. In Psalm 72 we see the plea of the psalmist for God to endow the 

king with justice and righteousness, who would then lead to the people enjoying 

peace and prosperity, bringing relief to the poor and the needy, and lifting up the 

nation to bring glory and honour to the name of God. 

We see this prophecy of Isaiah and the aspirations of the Psalmist fulfilled in Jesus: 

he is indeed the king who brings relief to the poor and needy, who delivers those who

are being treated unjustly, who rules as an example to all who are called to exercise 

the task of governance even today. For Jesus to be King is not simply something 

spiritual or heavenly, as if he is king only in heaven, or king only for those who 

believe in him. Rather, he is the supreme authority even over all human authorities, 

the one who sets the standard against which all human authority will be measured. 

This is why in the great commission at the end of Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus is 

recorded as saying, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me; 

therefore, go and make disciples, teaching them to obey everything I have 

commanded you.” The reason that he has that authority is not only because he has 

been given that authority by the Father as a vindication of his life, suffering and 

death, but also because Christ is the eternal son, the one by whom all authority was 

created in the beginning. 

All authority which any human being now exercises is derived from the one true king

who rules over all things. The king is ruling now, he reigns from heaven over all the 

earth and the whole of creation. However, we do not see all peoples of the earth 

obedient to their heavenly king. Many people throughout the world have not even 

heard of the king who reigns over them; many who have heard, have turned away 

from him to follow their own ways, and even in the churches we see many who do 

not do as Jesus commanded, namely to make disciples and teach them to obey 

everything which Jesus has commanded. Instead we see many strange teachings and 

false doctrines abounding, with people being taught not what Jesus commanded, but 

often the opposite of what he commanded, or being given permission by leaders in 
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the church to go their own ways and make up their own minds as to which bits of the 

teaching of Jesus they will accept and which they will reject. 

Of course, the obvious conclusion of that approach is that if we can make up our own

minds as to what to believe and how to live, why bother at all with the church since 

people can decide for themselves how they will live (and you should hear echos of 

Genesis 3 here) without having to be part of the church. Once people have been told 

that they are their own masters, they exit the church door never to return as the 

church is now irrelevant and superfluous.

But that is not the way of Jesus. He has been installed as king over all the earth; he 

has given his message of the kingdom to be preached to all the earth; he reigns now 

in glory in heaven over all who submit to him and call him Lord and follow his 

commands. He will return at the end of the age to conquer all those who still refuse to

acknowledge him as their Lord and King, and to rule as king for all eternity over his 

renewed and liberated people, set free from the power of sin and death forever. This 

will be the fulfillment of the promise God gave through Isaiah. 

Why are we to make disciples? Because all authority has been given to Jesus – he 

rules over the whole of creation, he sets up rulers and removes them, he sets the 

standard by which they will be judged – that is, a disciple is one who lives under the 

discipline of another – their true king, Jesus. The disciples are those who obey 

everything that he has commanded – including the way we carry out our political 

responsibilities, along with every other kind of responsibility – since Jesus has been 

given all authority – that exercised by governments, yes, but also that authority 

exercised by parents, by teachers, academics, scientists, government officials, and 

every kind of worker there is. Any authority they exercise in carrying out their tasks 

derives from Jesus, the one who created the world and established authority in the 

first place, and now also the one who has redeemed the world and renewed authority 

in his triumphant kingship which he now displays, and which he now calls all who 

exercise authority to model themselves on. 
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As a result of all authorities on earth modelling themselves on Jesus according to the 

commands he has given, we would see a society blessed with prosperity and peace, 

justice and equity for everyone. This vision of a society of peace, prosperity and 

justice is presented for us in one of the most famous passages of the Old Testament: 

the promise that the lion will lie down with the lamb.

This very earthly vision of the future is presented in very plain, everyday language, 

which is what we see in the Old Testament repeatedly: the promised future to come 

was described in terms which were readily understandable by the people of the time, 

speaking of peace and prosperity in ways which would resonate with the people of 

Judah, agriculturalists, owners of flocks, living in a sometimes wild and unforgiving 

land. So Isaiah described the promised future in ways which would mean something 

to them:

Isaiah 11:6-8 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.

We do not expect to see this fulfilled in literal terms, with lions and bears becoming 

vegetarians, and wolves and lambs, leopards and goats, calves and lions, playing and 

lying down to rest together. But as an image of the future that was to come, it would 

resonate with those in Israel who like David, had to fight off bears and lions who 

attacked their flocks, their sheep and their goats, and the constant threat of poisonous 

snakes which could attack and kill man or beast. It is an evocative image even for us 

today who do not face those kinds of dangers, who do not depend on our ability to 

drive off predator animals from our flocks. It portrays for us in poetic terms what the 

kingdom of peace and prosperity would be like when the righteousness of God 

spreads over the whole earth. As a message of a blessed future for the people of Israel

at the time of Isaiah, it would be a message which spoke to their constant fears and 
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concerns, their insecurity and their at times perilous existence, when the wild animals

that threatened them would become playmates with their domestic animals, and the 

poisonous snakes which could kill at any moment would become playthings for 

infants.

Thus we can see how Isaiah’s prophesied vision of peace and prosperity would speak 

to the people of the day in terms they could relate to: they would be ruled over by a 

king who would do justice and not allow exploitation and oppression of the poor, 

who would display righteousness instead of idolatry and all the evil which that 

brought in its wake, a king who would rule wisely and well, following the 

commandments of the Lord and not the whims of himself or his wicked counsellors. 

This image of the future appears again at the end of the prophecies of Isaiah, when he

spoke of the future that is to come in terms which resonate with everyone even today:

Isaiah 65:17-25: See, I will create new heavens and a new earth. The former 

things will not be remembered, nor will they come to mind. But be glad and 

rejoice forever in what I will create, for I will create Jerusalem to be a delight 

and its people a joy. I will rejoice over Jerusalem and take delight in my 

people; the sound of weeping and of crying will be heard in it no more... They 

will build houses and dwell in them; they will plant vineyards and eat their 

fruit. No longer will they build houses and others live in them, or plant and 

others eat. For as the days of a tree, so will be the days of my people; my 

chosen ones will long enjoy the work of their hands. They will not labor in 

vain, nor will they bear children doomed to misfortune; for they will be a 

people blessed by the LORD, they and their descendants with them. Before they 

call I will answer; while they are still speaking I will hear. The wolf and the 

lamb will feed together, and the lion will eat straw like the ox, and dust will be 

the serpent’s food. They will neither harm nor destroy on all my holy mountain,

says the Lord.
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This vision of the future was not something that could be achieved by human kings 

ruling over God’s people. It would take more than that to accomplish a world which 

lives at peace in ways the prophet so graphically describes: a world where nobody 

would be homeless or hungry, where they would eat the food they had grown, they 

would live long lives, and their children would be healthy and strong, growing to 

maturity. 

God has kept his promise that he would send a righteous king to rule over Israel. But 

not only would this righteous king reign over the people of Israel, he would also be 

given authority to rule over all nations and peoples in every age thereafter. The 

ministry of Jesus began in Galilee, which is where as the gospels tells us, he began 

preaching “Repent, for the kingdom of God is near.” His sermons, his parables, his 

teaching to the disciples, and his miracles, that is, his whole ministry, was 

characterised by the message of the kingdom of God. What becomes clear as we 

follow his ministry through the gospels from the beginning through to his gruesome 

death is that it is proclaiming not just the coming of the kingdom of God, but of the 

coming of God’s chosen king, Jesus himself. This appointment by God to be the ruler

was in fulfillment of the promise to David that he would never lack a descendant to 

rule on his throne. God was fulfilling his promise by anointing a king who would 

reign forever. 

The resurrection of Jesus was the vindication of all that he had said and done, the 

approbation of him by his Father, God almighty. By raising him from the dead God 

has shown that Jesus was indeed the one who was promised, the one who would save 

his people from their sins, and bring them new life both now and in the age yet to 

come. Jesus was not only raised from the dead to be alive forever more, he was also 

lifted up into heaven, ascending before the eyes of the disciples, where he was seated 

on a throne of glory, receiving the reward from his Father for all that he had 

accomplished. 
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In Advent we celebrate the fact that God was fulfilling his promises to his people, to 

send a saviour to his people to set them free.  

This saviour was born of the house of David, fulfilling the words of the prophets, 

restoring the covenant relationship between God and his people Israel as promised so 

long ago to Abraham, but not only for Israel but to all throughout the world who 

would bow before him and acknowledge him as Lord and King. He would be the 

light from heaven who would shine on those in darkness, and give peace to those who

were troubled by enemies, to be a king who would rule in righteousness and not in 

tyranny and cruelty. They would have their sins forgiven, and be welcomed into the 

eternal kingdom of peace.

We who believe in him should be speaking out his praise and announcing to all the 

world, “There is a King who rules in righteousness – all our hopes have come true.” 

As we tell once again the story of his coming in the celebration of Christmas, let us 

remind ourselves that the child who was born in Bethlehem so long ago was the 

fulfilment of God’s promise to his people, that he would not forget them, that he 

would send a saviour to redeem them and bring forgiveness for sins, and that this 

saviour was none other than God’s own son. The Creator of all things is also the one 

who would be raised to the highest place as King over the whole of creation. That is 

the mystery of our faith, that God himself would come to us – Immanuel – “God with

us” through the virgin Mary, born a helpless babe. As the wise men said, “Where is 

the one who has been born king of the Jews?” He suffered and died, but was raised in

glory to return again to heaven in triumph having completed the work of redemption, 

there to rule forever as the righteous King of peace, the son of David, the heir of the 

promise.

“Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews?” He is now in heaven, 

reigning in glory over all things. May you know his peace and joy this Christmas.
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