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“God’s Display People” 

Introduction: We are reflecting on the theme of restoration in this advent season, and the 
light and life that God, in Jesus, brings to a world that has gone astray from his purposes and 
plunged into darkness. So far, we have noted the importance of living in the present by 
looking ahead to what God promises to do in the future, grounded in what he has already 
done in the past.  And, we have noted the need for confession and repentance—road 
construction—as we called it last week, to prepare the way for the restorative work of God in 
our lives. This morning, our collection of advent texts directs us to consider that it’s not just 
about us; God has a role for us to play for others in his restoration project. We are called to 
be God’s display people, showing and telling the world who God is and what God is like. Isaiah 
gives us a picture of this with the visual “They will be called oaks of righteousness, a planting 
of the LORD for the display of his splendor” (61:3).     

This means, as we said last week, that the gospel, or good news, is not just about our future 
with God being secure. It’s also about our present with God being productive and life giving. 
To put it another way, our confession and repentance are not just so that we can be saved 
from our sin but also that we can be saved for God’s purposes. What we see is that, from the 
moment God made mankind in his image, God has always intended to have a visible 
representation of himself on earth, “boots on the ground,” so that he might be made known. 
It began with Adam and Eve, continued with the nation of Israel, and culminated in Jesus, the 
true image of God, the fullness of God in personal, bodily form. Since his ascension, we, the 
church, are called to be the body of Christ. How can this picture, “oaks of righteousness,” 
help us to understand this calling? 

I. From Fading Leaves to Beautiful Lives 

 A. The identity of the one, in v. 1, who the LORD has anointed with his Spirit, is 
unclear in its immediate context. These were words of encouragement directed originally to 
God’s people in exile in Babylon. So, this anointed one could be a prophet or a king. Or, it 
could possibly refer to either Ezra or Nehemiah, both of whom led rebuilding efforts as God’s 
people returned home to Jerusalem, beginning in the 6th c. B.C.  But, as we mentioned last 
week, that rebuilding was challenging, and remained somehow incomplete, even five 
centuries later when Jesus came on the scene.  

 B. What we do know is that Jesus takes this identity of the Spirit anointed one for his 
own. In his first recorded public appearance, after he was baptized by the Spirit and tested in 
the wilderness, Jesus went into the synagogue in Nazareth, took the scroll of the prophet 
Isaiah, unrolled it until he got to these verses, and then read them aloud:  

 The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to 
the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for 
the blind, to set  the oppressed free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. [Lk. 
4:18-19] 

After he was done, he sat down and, as the eyes of everyone were fastened on him, declared: 
“Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” (vv. 20-21). 

 C. What is Jesus declaring? Like Psalm 126 (Call to Worship), he’s declaring that there 
is more to the return from exile in the kingdom of Babylon than just being released from 
captivity and coming back home to rebuild a city and its temple.  That temple, even in its 
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rebuilt state, would only be a shadow of its former glory, as a prophet of that time, Haggai, 
makes clear. And then Haggai shares this word from the Lord:  

 “In a little while I will once more shake the heavens and the earth, the sea and the 
dry land. I  will shake all nations, and what is desired by all nations will come, and I will 
fill this house with  glory,” says the LORD Almighty (Haggai 2:1-9). 

It’s a word that foreshadows the glorious presence of God coming to dwell with his people in 
more than just the temple, but in person, in the “temple” that would be Jesus. So, Jesus is 
revealing, as his ministry would unfold, that there is more mercy to be had than just a 
physical return to the land.  He is God’s chosen instrument, chosen to bring God’s people 
freedom from the bondage of sin and into the kingdom of God, and to enable them to live 
missional lives of righteousness before the nations, lives that would display the beauty and 
splendor of God and attract others to him.  

 D. Importantly, this was not something they could do for themselves. In chapter one of 
Isaiah, God’s people were identified as oaks with fading leaves, because of the 
unrighteousness and injustice practiced among them (1:27-31). This was behavior that had led 
to the exile. But is was God who would bring them back, and God who would transform them. 
Here Isaiah piles up the metaphors to refer to the anointed one’s grace-filled work on behalf 
of his people: binding them up, freeing them, giving them sight, healing them, comforting 
them, and bestowing beauty upon them so that they would henceforth become, not oaks with 
fading leaves, which were dead and needed to be cut down, but oaks of righteousness, people 
whose beautiful lives displayed the beauty of their creator. 

II. Lives that Display the Lord’s Splendor 

 A. What might that beauty look like? Beginning in v. 4, Isaiah gives us some hints.  We 
see that it would include rebuilding what had become devastated and ruined—here we might 
think of Christians working on everything from Habitat for Humanity to hurricane relief. It 
would include strangers and foreigners working among them, not as slaves or second-class 
citizens but as fellow heirs of the promise of Abraham—here we might think broadly of the 
inclusion of the Gentiles in the kingdom of God, or more specifically the way we see the heart 
of Jesus reach out to many who were considered to be the outcasts of society. It would 
include God’s people living out their vocation as “priests of the Lord”—here we might think of 
serving as mediators to bring people who don’t know God to the God who so dearly wants to 
know them.  It would include feeding on the wealth of nations—here we might think of the 
apostle Paul’s exhortation that the plenty enjoyed by some would supply the needs of others 
(cf. Ro 15:27; 2 Cor. 8:13-15). And it would look like pursuing issues of justice and 
righteousness, just as the LORD who is faithful to his character pursues.  

The good news, in other words, is not just for our death but for our life, and for the lives of 
others. 

 B. To a person, the NT authors all write about the need for our transformation from 
fading leaves to beautiful lives, and the role of the LORD in that process. In the epistle lesson 
appointed for today, for instance, Paul prays this for the Thessalonian congregation: “Hold on 
to what is good, reject every kind of evil. May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you 
through and through. May your whole spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of 
our Lord Jesus Christ. The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do it” (1 Th. 5:23). Paul’s 
prayer is that God would make these people holy (“sanctify,” set apart) over the course of 
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their lives, so that the beauty of God’s holiness might shine through them to a watching 
world.  

 C. Historians of the early church have begun to notice how vital to its witness the 
display of those early believers’ lives actually was. It was as they lived out habits and 
behavior that were starkly different from those of the surrounding culture that many outside 
the church were drawn to explore a relationship with the living God. Remember, it is not our 
job to get people to believe; that is the Spirit’s role. But it is our job to show to the world, to 
display, what this God is like. And that can be attractive, and speak volumes, especially in our 
current culture.  

 D. At the same time, we also need to be ready to tell as well as show. Peter makes this 
abundantly clear in his first letter. In chapter 2:9, he calls the church to live such good lives 
among those outside the church that they might be drawn to glorify God. Then he goes on to 
describe some of what this life might look like. Then he says: “Always be prepared to give an 
answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have” (3:15). In 
other words, when you show, you need to be ready to tell.  

Illustration: I appreciate how a writer named Jeff Vanderstelt reflects on this in his book: 
Gospel Fluency: Speaking the Truths of Jesus into the Everyday Stuff of Life. Commenting on 
these texts from Peter, Jeff points out that Peter calls the church to live a life that flows from 
the good news. That is, he is calling them (us) to live a life, not just as nice people, but one 
that demands a gospel explanation—a life that make no sense without sharing how the grace 
of the Lord Jesus Christ has touched you, and how the hope that you have in him makes you 
do what you do with your time, and talents, and treasure.   

Jeff then goes on to warn about what can happen when we don’t give voice to what makes us 
do what we do. It’s the story of a man who came to faith in Christ and when he got to work 
the next day told his boss what had happened. “That’s great,” the boss said. “I’m a Christian 
and I’ve been praying for you for years.” But the new believer was crestfallen. “Why didn’t 
you tell me you were a Christian? You were the reason I have not been interested in the 
gospel all these years!” “How can that be?” the boss replied. “I’ve done my very best to live 
the Christian life around you.” “That’s the point,” the employee responded. “You lived such a 
good life around me without telling me it was Jesus who made the difference that I convinced 
myself if you could live such a good and happy life without him then I could too!” Eventually, 
of course, the man discovered he could not.  

And so Jeff concludes, “I wonder how often our good, moral lives, disconnected from any 
gospel explanation, convince people they don’t need Jesus?” (p. 191).  

We need to be ready to bear witness, with our lips as well as our lives: The light that has 
come into my life, and brought me out of the darkness, is Jesus. 

What then, does it mean, for the church to think of itself as a forest of oaks of righteousness? 
It means we will be a people who have sunk our roots deeply into the grace of God so that our 
fading leaves are given new, beautiful life. It also means that we will be a people who look 
daily to the same Spirit who  anointed Savior to help us reject every form of evil and hold on 
to what is good, so that our lives might display his splendor and thereby demand a gospel 
explanation, so that others might in turn be drawn to his life-giving light. 
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