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4th Sunday after Advent ~ Series A ~ December 23, 2007

Grace and Peace to You

The Word of the Lord from Romans 1: “Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.”  This is the Word of the Lord.

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Grace to you.  God gives grace to you.  He gives you forgiveness for your sins, and it is wholly undeserved.  You don’t work to merit grace.  You can’t do a lot of good works or travel to holy sites far away in order to earn it.  You can’t even earn it a little by saying, “Yes, I want that!”  You can’t even get grace by your work of not saying “no.”  You know you can’t, because you take seriously the Law of God that says you were born dead in your trespasses and sins.  

You weren’t born mostly dead, with a faint spiritual pulse.  You were born dead.  As in doornails.  Flatlined.  There was nothing you could do to become alive.  That’s why God gives you grace, in order to give you life.  If you did anything to earn it, it wouldn’t be grace anymore.  It would be wages paid.  

To put it another way, you can’t work to become alive in Christ anymore that you could work to be born the first time.  How much did you do to be conceived?  How hard did you work to be born?  You did nothing—you couldn’t.  You didn’t exist until conception, and you were pretty helpless at birth.  Life was something given to you.  Being born was something done to you. 

It is the same with grace, with being born again: it is given to you.  Forgiveness is done to you.  You couldn’t do it on your own.  So you rejoice today that God gives grace to you.

Peace to you.  God gives peace to you. He declares that you and He are not opposed, are not at war.  This strikes many people as strange.  How could you ever be at war with a loving God?

Yet Scripture says that you were born as an enemy of God—not because of Him, but because of you.  By nature, you’re sinful.  By nature, you’re hardwired to do precisely the things that are contrary to God’s will—that oppose His love and His kingdom.  By nature, you hear God’s Word and get angry when He shows you your sin.  By nature, you rebel.  That’s what enemies do. 

You can see such enmity toward God in the world today.  Christianity is so often portrayed as a religion of hatred and intolerance.  But why?  True, we preach God’s Law and tell the world of sin.  But what if someone disagrees?  What do we do?  We simply continue to confess God’s Law—and God’s Gospel.  We speak the Word—that is the only sword we are given for evangelism.  

Why should that inspire such enmity?  In terms of the physical world, sticks and stones—and suicide bombs—will break your bones, but words will never hurt you.  The enmity held by many against Christianity isn’t rational—don’t expect it to be.  It’s not rational.  It’s sinful.  And while there’s a place for opposing it with logical arguments, always keep in mind that the most sensible argument doesn’t defeat sin or overcome unbelief—only the Gospel does.

At any rate, you were born an enemy of God—all are born as enemies of God.  They may not display hatred or anger toward Him on a daily basis: but then again, enemies often do not show hatred or anger until the confrontation takes place, when they face each other on the front line.  It is then that the enmity is visible. 

On the Last Day, those who have rejected Christ will see their sin in contrast to Jesus’ holiness; and they will only want to get away from Him.  That’s how you

and I were born.  That’s why we need peace with God.  And being born dead and all, we need God to do the work of establishing peace with us.  In Christ, He does exactly that.

So grace and peace to you.  You need both.  And while it’s hardly uplifting to hear that you were born dead in sin and an enemy of God, it’s an important truth to confess.  If you deny it, Old Adam will quickly get you thinking that you work to be saved; and then he’ll get you to focus on what you’re doing, not on what Jesus has done.  And if you deny it, you deny Jesus the glory He deserves.  As soon as you start saying, “I play a part in my salvation,” you’re also saying, “Jesus didn’t do it all.”  As a Christian, you want all the glory to go to Jesus, right?  To do so, you must acknowledge that none of the glory goes to you.

One more thing: we must make clear that we’re not being theoretical or merely emotional when we say these things.  In other words, we’re not saying that one theory of life is that you live as a sinner, or that you sometimes feel sinful and at odds with God.  This sinfulness is real—this corruption of your nature is as real as the rot of a spoiled apple.  The stakes are huge, because the wages of sin is death—real and eternal separation from God. 

The reason I bring this up is to make this point: you don’t need a theoretical or emotional grace or peace.  This is not about feeling grace-filled or peace-full. This is not about deciding to live with a new graceful and peaceful attitude.  It’s far more real and substantial than that.  If you’re sinful in body and soul, in thought and word and deed; then you need grace and peace with a body and soul, in thought and word and deed.  That is why you look forward to Christmas.  That is why you rejoice to hear the name Immanuel.

Ahaz needed grace and peace.  He was king of Judah, and he was afraid.  He was surrounded by bullies licking their chops; and where he held a pair of deuces, they held swords and clubs.  It was worse than that, though: Ahaz was looking in all the wrong places for help.  He was bowing down to false gods—he even sacrificed his own son as a burnt offering to one idol.  We could cite more, but that’s enough to demonstrate that Ahaz was dead in sin and an enemy of God.

But Ahaz was the king of Judah, and God had promised to preserve a remnant of Judah.  Therefore, God sent Isaiah to the wicked, fearful king and said, “Ask a sign of the LORD your God; let it be deep as Sheol or high as heaven” (Isaiah 7:11).  To which Ahaz responded, “I will not ask, and I will not put the Lord to the test.”  Thus Ahaz kept his near-perfect record of disobedience alive. 

It’s normally wrong to demand signs from God.  It’s an act of distrust—unless God tells you to do so.  This was Ahaz’s golden opportunity, and he wanted nothing of it.  We thus acknowledge the Scriptural truth that sinners are not only dead and enemies of God, but also blind.

Even though Ahaz would not ask, God would still give His sign.  He declared, “Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a Son, and shall call His name Immanuel.”  

That was the sign: a virgin would conceive and give birth to a son. In itself, that’s quite the miracle: but God wasn’t doing this as a parlor trick, to say, “Look what I can do!”  Note the name: Immanuel.  Literally, “God with us.”  This virgin-born son would be no ordinary child.  He would be Yahweh in human flesh.  He would be the holy, almighty and all-powerful God with fingers and toes just like Ahaz.  Just like you and me.  Furthermore, He would be sinless.  Instead of a blind, dead enemy of God, this child would actually choose the right, not the wrong.  

You know all that means: that sign wouldn’t be just an empty, feel-good symbol to put Ahaz at peace.  That sign would be God Himself in human flesh, doing all that was necessary to win salvation for all the world.  That Son of Mary and God would grow up, go to the cross and die for the sins of the world.

Now, to showcase God’s faithfulness even more, note this: Ahaz didn’t repent.  He went on to live a life so wicked that his people chose not to bury him with the other kings because he didn’t deserve the honor.  Ahaz chose to sacrifice his own son rather than trust in God’s Son who would sacrifice Himself.  

But even though Ahaz was faithless, God kept the promise.  He sent the sign.  The Son was born.  And here is your good news.  That Son is Immanuel.  That Son is God in human flesh.  That Son is grace in human flesh.  That Son is peace in human flesh.  And He is your Savior.

“Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ,” says St. Paul in our text.  And what does He say about Jesus before this blessing?  

He says that Jesus is the Messiah who was foretold by the prophets, not some wannabe who claimed the title for himself and then died.  He declares that Jesus descended from David according to the flesh—in other words, He was fully human, just like you.  In fact, He is more human than you, because He does not suffer the corruption of sin that makes you less than God made you to be. 

Furthermore, Jesus is the Son of God, as demonstrated by His resurrection from the dead.  And He is the one who give you grace.  It’s only then that he says, “Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.”

Remember, you don’t just need nice feelings of grace and peace, or a new way of life.  You need a Savior who saves you from being dead and an enemy of God.  This is what He has done.  He became flesh—human, just like you—in order to be dead in your place.  He shouldered all of your sin and sinfulness that would have you dead for eternity, and He bore that mess to the cross on your behalf.  

On the cross, He became the enemy of God as God made Him to be sin for you.  On the cross, the Father turned His face away from His Son—why?  So that He might turn His face toward you—so that He might say, “You are no longer dead, because My Son has made you alive.  You are no longer My enemy, because My Son has made you My beloved child.”

You needed real grace and peace for your body and soul, your thoughts and words and deeds.  So Jesus became flesh, to be perfect in body and soul, to think pure thoughts, speak true words, and perform godly deeds for you.  

He has done this to robe you in His righteousness, to give you the credit for His perfection and perfect life.  He has done this to die in your place, to take away your sin, so that He might raise you up as He has been raised from the dead.  

The grace and peace of God is real—as real as flesh and blood.  Because Jesus became flesh and blood for you, and He is your grace and your peace.

Do you seek a sign of this grace and peace?  While it’s not given to you to demand a sign from God, you rejoice that He gives you signs.  And let us be clear: He does not point to empty signs that merely symbolize.  He gives you signs that contain the fullness of the promise.  The exit sign in the fellowship hall does not lead to a blank wall to remind you of a door somewhere else: it is located at the door.  Likewise, the signs God gives you do not point to a Savior far away: they are located at the Savior.

So God points you to the sign of His Word; and do not forget the Christmas news that Jesus is the Word made flesh.  Where God’s Word is present, He is present.  In other words, when I speak God’s Word to you, I don’t just speak about Jesus to you.  I speak Jesus Himself to you, because He’s present in His Word. 

That is why it is good to echo St. Paul; “Grace to you and peace.”  We don’t just speak about grace and peace; but we speak grace and peace to you, as long as we speak God’s Word.  We give grace and peace to you by proclaiming the Gospel, because Jesus is present in His Word.  He remains Immanuel.  He is God with you, as present as He was in the manger when the Virgin gave birth.

Likewise, God points you to the sign of water in Holy Baptism—not an empty sign, because Jesus is there.  He remains Immanuel.  At your baptism, He said, “I am with you always.  You’re not dead in sin, because I’ve joined you to my death and resurrection.  You’re not My enemy, because I’ve made you My beloved child.”  Your Baptism was not just a fine wish or a good intention.  There, God-with-us was with you, with real grace and peace.

God points you to the sign of bread and wine in Holy Communion, and there is no doubt that Jesus is there.  The same body and blood that Mary held in her arms is given for you, for the forgiveness of sins.  Your Savior is not far away.  He is present, He is Immanuel, God-with-us, with you, for the forgiveness of sins.

So, grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Grace and peace are yours this day because your Savior comes to you this day.  He is present.  He is real.  You are filled with His grace.  You are blessed with His peace.  Because you are forgiven for all of your sins.  In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

