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The Messiah: An Adult  
Advent Study
Introduction
In this session we continue reflecting on the royal oracle 
of Isaiah 9:2–7 as it pertains to Jesus. We have seen how 
royal titles from an ancient liturgy were taken up by the 
early church as a way to bear witness to Jesus. In this ses-
sion we consider the second royal title, “Mighty God.” 
The early church struggled to articulate how Jesus was 
related to God and eventually confessed Jesus as God. 
(See John 20:28.) That formulation, important as it is, is 
never easy or obvious for the church.

The King’s Sacral Mandate  
for Peace and Justice
The king was in some sense regarded as “‘sacral,” that is, 
as a carrier of some of the power that properly belonged 
to God and that transcended normal human power and 
authority. Thus we may use the adjective “divine” with-
out drawing a firm conclusion about the noun “God.” 
The sacral identification of the king as a carrier of 
“divine power” indicated that the king bore responsibil-
ity for the prospering of the entire realm that would be 
marked by shalom. Thus an effective king would assure 
that his realm would be marked by victory in war, by 
success in economics, by productivity in agriculture, and 
by justice in social relations. The biblical requirements of 
Israel, moreover, provided that the king must practice 
economic justice toward the poor and needy:

May he judge your people with righteousness,  
and your poor with justice.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
May he defend the cause of the poor of the people, 

give deliverance to the needy, 
and crush the oppressor.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
For he delivers the needy when they call, 

the poor and those who have no helper.
He has pity on the weak and the needy, 

and saves the lives of the needy.
From oppression and violence he redeems 

their life; 
and precious is their blood in his sight.

Ps. 72:2, 4, 12–14

But even with this royal performance, the gift of bless-
ing is not in the power of the king; it is in the hand 
of God who “alone does wondrous things” and who 
blesses the king (vv. 18–19).

The modifier of our title, “mighty,” bespeaks bravery, 
boldness, and valiance, words that tilt toward prow-
ess in military engagement. Thus the king is identified 
in the oracle as one who has steadfast power to resist 
every threat and so to make his people safe. The king in 
the oracle is expected to have uncommon courage and 
power in the execution of the royal office, not least as 
commander-in-chief.
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Jesus as Carrier of Divine Power
When this second title is taken to pertain to Jesus, as 
Handel surely intends, the connection between the 
early testimony concerning Jesus and the title is not 
self-evident. Some interpretive agility is required. 
We may begin with the previous distinction we have 
made between taking the term as “God” or as one 
infused with divine power from God. In the first 
instance, Jesus is presented as one with extraordinary 
power and authority, but there is resistance along the 
way to identifying him as God. In the New Testament, 
it is clear that the Gospel of John will make the highest 
christological claims (i.e., that Jesus was God), even 
though much is already implied in the other three gos-
pels. Eventually Thomas will speak a full unqualified 
confession, “My Lord and my God!” 
(John 20:28); and before that, the 
man who can see after being born 
blind will worship him (John 9:38). 
Thus there is an acknowledgment of 
his divine character that will come to full articulation 
in the church’s later expression of Trinitarian theology. 
One can see in the earlier gospel stories that what they 
discerned in Jesus required articulation of fresh new 
forms.

But the phrase from Isaiah does not first of all invite 
a question about Jesus’ status. It asks about his power 
in a world that is organized around many claimants for 
power, most especially the power of Rome. It is clear 
that he will not compete with the power of Rome on the 
terms of Rome. His assertion in the Fourth Gospel at his 
trial before the Roman governor is, “My kingdom is not 
from this world” (John 18:36).

That statement, of course, has often been miscon-
strued as though Jesus were speaking of “another 
world,” so that the phrase is pushed off into other-
worldliness or reduced to some zone that is safely 
“spiritual.” With this phrase he is insisting that his 
power is not grounded in the usual authority of 
empire; it is not an authority that comes out of the end 
of a gun or a cannon in coercive or violent ways. His 
kingdom, his claim to authority, is indeed “divine” in 
that it is rooted in and derived from “the will of the 
father” whose intention for the world is quite unlike 
the intent of Rome.

Jesus’ Power Displayed  
in Transformative Ways
Thus we may ask, “How did Jesus manifest and perform 
divine power? How did he exercise the energy and force 
to enact change, restoration, and new life?” Jesus exer-
cises counter-power that refuses the coercive, exploit-
ative power of Rome and instead enacts abundant power 
that makes life possible. We may focus on two episodes 
in his ministry that give us access to “the mighty power 
of God” that is exhibited in the life of Jesus.

In Mark 1:21–28 Jesus is confronted by a man with an 
“unclean spirit.” As Mark narrates the confrontation, 
the man himself does not actively figure in the drama. 
The interaction is between Jesus and the spirit. The 
“unclean spirit” immediately recognizes Jesus and sees 

that he is a threat to his existence and to his function 
of debilitation: “What have you to do with us, Jesus of 
Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who 
you are, the Holy One of God” (v. 24).

The unclean spirit identifies Jesus with an honorific 
title that matches the coronation language of Isaiah. He 
does not term him “mighty God,” but he acknowledges 
his divine power. Jesus responds to the challenge by 
issuing a double imperative that asserts his authority 
over the spirit: “Be silent, and come out of him!” (v. 25).

Jesus (and the narrator) assume the capacity of Jesus 
to issue such an imperative. The spirit immediately 
obeys the command to “come out”: “And the unclean 
spirit, convulsing him and crying with a loud voice, 
came out of him (v. 26).

The spirit did not want to come out of the man, for 
he wanted to occupy him. But the spirit was helpless 
before the lordly command of Jesus. The response of 
the observing crowd is an acknowledgement of his 
authority: “What is this? A new teaching—with author-
ity! He commands even the unclean spirits, and they 
obey him” (v. 27).

And then, as a result of this encounter, we are told: 
“At once his fame began to spread throughout the sur-
rounding region of Galilee” (v. 28).

It is clear that he will not compete with 
the power of Rome on the terms of Rome.
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The crowd does not yet identify Jesus’ power as 
divine. It only asks the question. But the question is 
posed in a way that implies the answer. This is the Lord 
of life who makes life possible for the man. Life is made 
possible by exercising mastery over the enemy of life.

In Mark 4:35–41, the threat is a storm at sea: “A great 
windstorm arose, and the waves beat into the boat, so 
that the boat was already being swamped” (v. 37).

Jesus is unconcerned with the threat of the storm and 
sleeps through it. But when he awakes, he issues a terse 
double command to the storm: “Peace! Be still!” (v. 39).

The word is different, but it is the same command 
that was given to the unclean spirit. Jesus’ work is to 
reduce the threat of the power of death embodied as 
an unclean spirit and then as a storm. He reduces each 
of these threats to a meek silent creature that submits 
to his authority. And again the one addressed, here the 
storm, promptly obeys: “Then the wind ceased, and 
there was a dead calm” (v. 39).

After he chides the disciples for their inordinate fear, 
we get the crowd’s reaction: “And they were filled with 
great awe and said to one another, ‘Who then is this, 
that even the wind and the sea obey him?’” (v. 41).

In both episodes, the key word is “obey.” The 
unclean spirit obeyed him; the sea obeyed him. Clearly 
the two adversaries of Jesus, the unclean spirit and the 
storm, are forces of chaos and death. They are agents of 
“uncreation” who reduced the occupied man to help-
lessness and the disciples to paralyzing fear.

Jesus contains and subjects these deathly, chaotic 
threats by creating space for new life, for the man and 
then for the disciples. Jesus is the giver of life who per-
forms the function of the creator God. Thus without 
identifying the Son with the Father who is the creator of 
heaven and earth, the gospel stories attest that in Jesus of 
Nazareth the early church has seen exhibited the power 
of God for life. It is power for life that is grounded in the 
creator God, for life can come from nowhere else. All 
the various opponents of Jesus—including Rome—are 
agents of death, for the empire constitutes a system of 
death. Power “from elsewhere,” from God, is required 

to combat and overcome such violent force. And that 
power for life from God that is performed here is indeed 
“mighty.” It requires enormous force to resist the power 
of death. That capacity is exhibited by Jesus so that he is 
indeed “mighty God,” who with fearless courage takes 
on that “last enemy” and faces him down.

From these episodes it is easy enough to see that 
same fruitful power for life in much of Jesus’ ministry. 
Thus when Jesus enters into dispute with the scribes 
about his command to the paralyzed man to “stand 
up and take your mat and walk” or to declare “your 
sins are forgiven,” he is exercising lordly authority that 
makes new life possible (Mark 2:1–9). When he feeds 
the multitudes, he is declaring his authority over the 
wilderness and recharacterizing even the wilderness 
as a venue for abundant life in the orbit of the creator 
(Mark 6:30–44; 8:1–10). Psalm 103 provides a succinct 
doxological summary of the way of the creator who 
enacts abundant life:

who forgives all your iniquity, 
who heals all your diseases,

who redeems your life from the Pit, 
who crowns you with steadfast love and mercy,

who satisfies you with good as long as you live 
so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s.

Ps. 103:3–5

It takes very little imagination to see that in the 
gospel narratives, taken one episode at a time, Jesus 

is precisely performing this doxology as a 
“divine hero” or as a mighty God. It is, in 
these narratives, Jesus who forgives, who 
heals, who redeems, who crowns, who satis-
fies. It is important in utilizing this title from 
Isaiah’s oracle not to be preoccupied with the 

actual status of Jesus (God, Son of God) but to lin-
ger over what he actually does in specific situations. 
We can see that the doctrinal conclusions eventually 
drawn by the church are grounded in the specifici-
ties of the stories they remembered and retold. They 
are indeed stories of this “Mighty God” who defies all 
easier categories.

Role of Disciples
In order that this performance of the “Mighty God” 
should not be “kicked upstairs” into abstraction, it is 
important to recognize that Jesus invites his followers 

It requires enormous force to resist  
the power of death.
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to participate in these transformative acts. Early on 
he commissions his disciples to “cure the sick” (Luke 
10:9). And they report back from their work that even 
the demons submitted to us (v. 17) He responds to them 
by asserting that he had given them “authority to tread 
on snakes and scorpions, and over all the power of the 
enemy; and nothing will hurt you” (v. 19).

That is, he emboldens his disciples to participate in 
the work of creation that will make an abundant life pos-
sible. In the episode of the storm, conversely, he chides 
his fearful disciples for having “no faith.” That is, they 
responded with conventional fear to the threat of chaos 
rather than in the boldness that is grounded in the rule 
of God. In their fear, they flinched from that “mighty 
valor” that properly belonged to their vocation.

The early church is to bear witness to the life-giving  
power of “the Mighty God” of valor and courage who 
overcomes all the would-be strength of death. The 
beginning of the book of Acts confirms the same role 
for his followers: “But you will receive power when the 
Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my 

witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to 
the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8).

The early church is entrusted with the power of 
God. As witnesses they are able to stand before Roman 
authorities and attest to an alternative truth about the 
world. The world they describe is a world in which the 
divine power of healing forgiveness, restoration, and 
well-being is on the loose. That presence they have 
seen embodied in this “Mighty God.” Their telling of 
it continues to make that power available. In the face 
of such testimony the chaos of the sea and the destruc-
tive force of unclean spirits have no chance. It takes 
some interpretive doing, but by the end of the narra-
tive, this little company of the faithful come to know 
that Jesus is the Word who is God, full of grace and 
truth.

Walter Brueggemann is Professor Emeritus of Old Testament 
at Columbia Theological Seminary. An ordained minister in 
the United Church of Christ, he is the author of dozens of 
books and hundreds of articles.
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