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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 Last week, we began our Advent midweek series on the 

Great “O” Antiphons of Church history by meditating upon the 

first two antiphons. For the sake of time needed to introduce 

the theme and dig into the texts, I didn’t have opportunity to 

point out the generic overview of those two texts …that, if you 

take a step back, you’ll note that both of the first two 

antiphons – O Wisdom and O Adonai – are titles of the second 

person of the Trinity that refer to His Divinity and His authority 

as true God. They also both point to his work over Creation and 

His ownership of the holy Law, which – in turn – implicitly calls 

us to repentance when we meditate on that authority and our 

standing before it.  

 Tonight’s perhaps more well-known titles are titles of 

the second person of the Trinity that refer to his Humanity and 

His lineage as true Man. They also both point to his mission of 

Salvation and His ownership of the precious Gospel, which – in 

turn – implicitly call us to be comforted in the good news of our 
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redemption and its application of forgiveness upon us. So, let’s 

consider each. 

 First, we consider the third antiphon: 

O Root of Jesse, standing as an ensign before the peoples, 
before whom all kings are mute, to whom the nations will 
do homage: Come quickly to deliver us. 

 
 Certainly, we could spend much time on the phrase “O 

Root of Jesse”… for it is the final phrase of Isaiah’s prophetic 

Word as we just heard it read, “In that day, the root of Jesse, 

who shall stand as a signal for the peoples – of him shall the 

nations inquire, and his resting place shall be glorious.” And, as 

we recall Jesse being father of King David, this antiphon would 

at first seem to drive us toward that theme and focus us on 

some sort of kingly reign of Christ’s, as the antiphon gives 

imagery of muted kings and worshipping nations. And, we’ll get 

to that. 

But, we ought first note that the antiphon’s key word 

regarding this Root of Jesse is that this Root stands as an 

“ensign” before all peoples. What is an ensign, recall, but a flag, 

a symbol, a badge and icon. 

And when we consider that this symbol and icon stands 

before all kings and is worshipped by the nations, we are 

reminded that the phrase ‘Root of Jesse’ is one of life coming 
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out of death… the shoot coming out of the stump, the branch 

indicating life where the buried root’s life was undetectable. In 

other words, the image of “King” (if we were to focus only on 

it) does not signify life out of death; but the image of the cross 

does. How does Isaiah’s famous prophecy say it of this 

Suffering Servant’s relationship to nations and kings? –  

“As many as were astonished at you –  
His appearance was so marred, beyond human 

semblance, and his form beyond that of the children of 
mankind – so shall he sprinkle many nations; kings shall shut 
their mouths because of him. 

 

…or, as the antiphon says it, “…before whom all kings 

are mute, to whom the nations will do homage.” 

Yes, the ensign of the Root of Jesse is the timeless image 

of the Crucified Christ beckoning to all nations. How does Jesus 

himself describe His crucifixion: “I, when I am lifted up, will 

draw all nations to Myself.”… to Himself, He who was born in 

human flesh in the lineage of Jesse, but of whom  – as Isaiah 

prophesied in our first reading – it must also be confessed,  

“The Spirit of the LORD shall rest upon him, 
The Spirit of wisdom and understanding, 
The Spirit of counsel and might, 
The Spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord.  
And his delight shall be in the fear of the Lord.  
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Here in the person of Jesus is the Messiah upon whom the 

Spirit of the Lord rests: “He went up from the water, and 

behold, the heavens were opened to him, and he saw the Spirit 

of God descending like a dove and coming to rest on him; and 

behold, a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my beloved Son, with 

whom I am well pleased.’” 

 … well pleased not because He was a King, but because 

he set his face to the cross, to do His Father’s gracious will for 

our salvation, in an act of mercy so breathtakingly sacrificial, 

perfect, and everlasting that kings must remain mute and 

nations must at the name of Jesus bow… what else can be done 

in response to the Shoot of Life growing from the stump of 

death, He who set his face to the cross and did His Father’s will 

so that the sign of the cross may forever be affixed to sanctuary 

walls and may forever be made as a sign of blessing over the 

congregation or a sign of assurance by individual Christians 

over their own bodies as an ensign of our redemption.  

 Of course, what does that cross say and how does it 

read: “Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews.” The cross is his 

throne, precisely because He is the King, as Isaiah’s prophecy 

attests in this same chapter of the Root of Jesse:  

“He shall not judge by what his eyes see, or decide disputes 
by what his ears hear, but with righteousness he shall judge 
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the poor, and decide with equity for the meek of the earth; 
and he shall strike the earth with the rod of his mouth, and 
with the breath of his lips he shall kill the wicked… (Yes, the 
word of truth pierces the wicked, doesn’t it?) 
 In that day the root of Jesse, who shall stand as a signal 
for the peoples – of him shall the nations inquire, and his 
resting place shall be glorious…He will raise a signal for the 
nations and will assemble the banished of Israel and gather 
the dispersed of Judah from the four corners of the earth.” 

 
Indeed, our King judges the earth in righteousness, strikes 

down the mighty from their thrones and the impenitent from 

their pride, and stands as a sign of redemption and hope for his 

people, that all nations may flock to the cross from the far 

corners and the faithful remnant may know the long-promised 

Messiah has come and saved His Church. Thus,  

 
“O Root of Jesse, standing as an ensign, before whom all 
kings are mute, to whom the nations will do homage: Come 
quickly to deliver us.” 

 
Seemingly much related to the image of the Root of Jesse is 

that of “Key of David.” We hear it often, but it really takes a bit 

more explanation… which we probably realized once we heard 

the prophetic word of Isaiah and something about a steward 

named Shebna, to be replaced by Eliakim, who would be 

clothed with Shebna’s office and be father to the inhabitants of 
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Jerusalem and to the house of Judah and on whose shoulders 

would be placed ‘the key of David.’ This imagery is certainly not 

as well-known as we might assume when we’re so commonly 

singing, “O come, Thou Key of David, come and open wide our 

heav’nly home.”  

But, perhaps the Antiphon can help: “O Key of David and 

scepter of the house of Israel.” Though “scepter” certainly 

sounds kingly, in this case, it refers to the authority granted to 

a right-hand man, the steward, for the steward to use 

faithfully. In Isaiah 22 (our second reading), Shebna was the 

steward – a high official of the king – who oversaw the care of 

Jerusalem. But, in the verses preceding our text, God condemns 

Jerusalem for its faithlessness, for its laxity, its sin, its 

impenitence. Isaiah calls out,  

“In that day the LORD God of hosts called for weeping and 
mourning, for baldness and sackcloth; and behold, joy and 
gladness… eating meat and drinking wine, [as the people 
say], “Let us eat and drink for tomorrow we die.” 

 
This was the fleshly, narcissistic impenitence of God’s 

people, and it was illustrated so well by the steward Shebna, 

who cut a tomb for himself that he might be remembered… 

what an example of narcissism! – that this one who was to be 
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steward of the city and her riches instead uses his authority to 

care not for the people but for how they would remember him.  

So, the Lord declares that Shebna will be replaced by a 

new steward, a new right hand man, who will act as a father to 

the people – meaning he will care for them rather than 

narcissistically think only of himself… And he will care for them 

how? By bearing the weight of the key of the house of David… 

meaning, he will open and close the treasures for the people’s 

benefit, not his own.  

This is the work of the true Key of David, as the antiphon 

declares, “You open and no one can close, You close and no 

one can open.” And, if this sounds a lot like the binding and 

loosing of sins, that’s because it is! – the true treasures of 

heaven are shared by the One who – as a steward – sits at the 

right hand of the Father and who pours out on his people all 

the riches of the forgiveness of sins.  

Does not that Key of David even say to his 

representatives, “Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in 

heaven; whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in 

heaven.” Not according to their whim, but according to Christ’s 

Word! Doesn’t St Paul ask, “How shall we regard pastors? As 

bondservants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God.” 
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Yes, Peter, apostles, Church… Christ gives you the keys of the 

kingdom of heaven… not that they be used narcissistically for 

one’s power or to excuse another’s fleshly leisure. But that 

they be used with the care of a father for the well-being of the 

people of God’s New Jerusalem. 

Is Advent not a season of repentance?... a season to 

“cast away the works of darkness all you children of the day”? 

But, to what end? That we might have moral improvement and 

self-betterment? No, but that we might rejoice in the great 

treasure of forgiveness lavishly shared with us as the Key of 

David unlocks and opens to us all the riches of heaven… as that 

Key of David opens His nail-pierced hands and shares with us all 

His cross-won redemption and grave-emptying life.  

Thus, if the previous antiphon brings to mind the 

everlasting sign of the cross by which redemption – that is, 

forgiveness – was purchased and secured by the Root of Jesse, 

this antiphon calls us to meditate upon the great treasure that 

is the binding and loosing of sins by the Key of David… yes, of 

David because the treasures of a king and his kingdom are the 

greatest treasures to unlock. But, there is no greater treasure in 

any kingdom – not in all Jerusalem, nor all the earth – no 

greater treasure than the forgiveness of sins. There is no 
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greater threat in all the earth than the binding of sins. For, in 

the binding of sins is nothing but pride’s humiliation, a prison of 

objective darkness and the shadow of certain death, all 

authorized and recognized by the King himself; but, in the 

loosing of sins, the Key of David opens wide our heavenly home 

and makes safe the way that leads on high and – by that loving 

discipline and forgiveness – he steers us away from and closes 

the path to misery.  

Thus, where we are right to begin our Advent 

preparation with antiphons of awe and reverence to Him who 

is Wisdom, Adonai – the owner of Creation and embodiment of 

the holy Law (in short, where we are right to begin with the 

antiphons that humble us to repent)… we are right to continue 

our Advent meditation with antiphons of awe and reverence to 

Him who is Root of Jesse, Key of David – the owner of salvation, 

the embodiment of the holy Gospel, and who brings life to all 

nations and unlocks for His Church the treasures of the 

kingdom of heaven. 

“O Root of Jesse… O Key of David… Come quickly to 

deliver us; Come and rescue the prisoners who are in darkness 

and the shadow of death.” 

 
In the Name of the Father 
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And of the Son 
And of the Holy Spirit. 

+ AMEN + 
 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
December 7, 2022 


