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6th Sunday after Pentecost ~ Series C ~ July 8, 2007

“Peace Be to This House”


Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

The prophet Isaiah strides the streets of beleaguered Jerusalem.  The end is coming and the city will be destroyed—so he has prophesied, and so indicate all the signs of the times.  Many still scoff, but others are seized in a despair they cannot shake.  They are close to hopeless, for they have heard this prophet declare the Law of God, and they are well aware that they deserve His judgment. 

Close to hopeless, yes; but the prophet is faithful and does not leave them without hope.  On this day, he declares the Word of the Lord to those who will hear: “Thus says the LORD: “Behold, I will extend peace to [Jerusalem] like a river” (Isaiah 66:12).  The Lord promises peace.  Oh, in the meantime, there will be heartbreak and devastation, and the world will mock the idea of peace for God’s people.  But the Lord has promised peace; and so peace is coming.

As Jesus speaks and sends in our Gospel lesson today, the cross grows ever nearer.  He has been hailed and worshiped by many; but from here on out, more and more will reject Him.  His Passion approaches, and He remains faithful to His task.  He continues to proclaim the Good News, in this text through His appointed servants.  Please listen again to the first portion of our text, Luke 10:1-9:

After this the Lord appointed seventy-two others and sent them on ahead of Him, two by two, into every town and place where He Himself was about to go.  And He said to them, “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few.  Therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into His harvest. 

“Go your way; behold, I am sending you out as lambs in the midst of wolves.  Carry no moneybag, no knapsack, no sandals, and greet no one on the road.  Whatever house you enter, first say, ‘Peace be to this house!’  And if a son of peace is there, your peace will rest upon him.  But if not, it will return to you.  And remain in the same house, eating and drinking what they provide, for the laborer deserves his wages.  Do not go from house to house.  Whenever you enter a town and they receive you, eat what is set before you.  Heal the sick in it and say to them, ‘The kingdom of God has come near to you.’” 

The Lord calls and sends seventy-two to proclaim His Gospel.  We don’t know much about these men.  We have no idea of their looks or personality, their social status or speaking abilities.  But what we do know is key: They have been called and sent by Jesus, and therefore they most certainly speak in His stead and by His command.  Furthermore, we know their message, for the whole of it is summarized in the two sentences given: “The Kingdom of God has come near you,” and “Peace to this house.”

“The Kingdom of God has come near to you,” the seventy-two were supposed to say.  Big deal, one might think.  After all, this is the sort of thing that loonies write on signs to hold up on street corners.  But no, this is not some message of the mad; when the seventy-two declare, “The Kingdom of God has come near to you,” they are speaking a very literal, concrete truth.  

The Kingdom of God is near because the King is near—Jesus is on His way to the place of that proclamation.  And where the King is, there is His kingdom and there is where things get done.  The hearers are about to be visited by the King, for He is very, very near.  Perhaps closer than they think.

But is it good news that the King is near?  He could be really, really angry.  If He’s anything like those Pharisees and chief priests running around who claim to represent the Almighty, He won’t be real happy with what He sees.  Besides, the Lord was still watching Jerusalem when Isaiah preached the Word, and the city was destroyed.  Is it Good News that the King is near?

The answer lies in the other part of the message: “Peace be to this house.”

“Peace be to this house.”  Not an emotional sort of calm, this peace; not the absence of strife or anxiety, either.  This is a peace that the world cannot give.  It is the removal of enmity and hatred between man and God.  We are born enemies of God, naturally breaking His commands; so lost and dead are we in sin, that we can do nothing to save ourselves.  If there is to be peace between man and God, man isn’t going to establish it.  Someone must bring peace to the house.

This is the promised peace of Isaiah 66, the peace the seventy-two proclaim; for to proclaim this peace is to proclaim Christ Himself, for He is the long-awaited peace.  Remember the song of the angels to shepherds outside of Bethlehem: “Glory be to God on high, and on earth peace, goodwill toward men”?  Peace is on earth that night because Christ is on earth that night, cradled in the arms of Mary. 

What does Simeon sing as he embraces the Infant Prince of Peace?  “Lord, now lettest Thou Thy servant depart in peace, according to Thy Word.”  Simeon faces life and death with confidence.  He has peace with God because He has held His Word-made-flesh in His arms.  Jesus is there, so Simeon departs in peace. 

What do the crowds cry out as the Savior rides into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday?  “Blessed is the King who comes in the name of the Lord!  Peace in heaven and glory in the highest!”  The peace in heaven is also riding on a colt, the foal of a donkey that day, on His way to Calvary to secure that peace for eternity.

Five days later, the peace is won.  Christ secures eternal peace for His people by His death on the cross.  Sin, death, and the devil—that unholy trio of God's enemies—are all defeated that day.  For the people of God, enmity toward God is gone as their sins are forgiven.  All that is left is peace.

Of course, the victory looks anything but peaceful.  The Savior dies—a tortured, bloody corpse—and nearly all His followers have abandoned Him.  The seventy-two are nowhere to be found, and even the twelve have fled into hiding.  At the moment of Christ’s sacrifice for their sin, they have run away in horror.

Three days later, the Christ the King rises from the dead—the grave is no match for Him.  That evening, He confronts His disciples in a locked room, suddenly appearing in the midst of them.  And when He speaks to these less-than-faithful men, note His first words to them: “Peace be with you” (John 20:19).  Peace be with you.  He is not risen to excoriate them for their sinful abandonment.  He is risen to forgive them—to take away their sin.  To grant them peace.

This is the message proclaimed by the seventy-two, and no doubt shared by their hearers to others as well.  The Kingdom is near because the King is near to bring peace with God.  To embrace this message of peace is to embrace the Prince of Peace Himself; but to reject the message is to reject the Christ.  And if the seventy-two are faithful to the message, the hearer cannot distinguish between the two.  The messengers will be embraced or rejected along with the message.

How does all of this turn out?  We find out in Luke 10:17: “The seventy-two returned with joy, saying, ‘Lord, even the demons are subject to us in your name!’”   The seventy-two proclaim that the Word of Jesus has been effective, that hearers have heard and been healed and delivered.  

This should come as no surprise to you and me, for we have the Lord’s promise that He is already wherever His Word is.  Therefore, when the seventy-two proclaim, “The Kingdom of God has come near to you,” Christ the King is already fully there, by His Word, in their proclamation.

We give thanks that the Lord is still present by His Word today, for peace is a rare commodity, no matter how you slice it.  Those who struggle with sickness, especially terminal illness, will find that peace is a difficult gift to regain.  Those who battle a troubled conscience over past transgressions do not know peace, but only the restless anxiety of haunting memories.  Godly parents observe events in the world today, hold their children a little tighter and worry about the future.  Christians watch events in the Church throughout the world and are troubled as so many stumble away from the Gospel and towards apostasy.  The list of woes goes and goes.  And peace is hard to find.

The Good News of the day is nothing else than this: Christ’s message still stands.  As He called the seventy-two back then, Jesus still calls and sends pastors to stand in His stead and by His command.  As the news spread back then, so those who hear repeat the Gospel to friends and neighbors and coworkers as the opportunity arises.  But more important than that is that the message remains the same!  To all who will hear, we still proclaim, “Peace be to this house, for the Kingdom of God has come near to you.”  

“Peace be to this house,” we rejoice to proclaim, for the unholy trio of enemies is defeated.  Sin has no power over you to make you an enemy of God.  Christ has borne your sin to the cross, and there He has paid your debt.  If your debt of sin is paid, then your enemy—sin—has lost its bite.  It can no longer hold you in chains, nor can it keep you at odds with God.  If Christ has removed your sin from you, then that which causes war between you and God is gone.  And if the strife is gone, then all that is left is…peace.

Death has no more power over you.  Oh, it howls that it is the proof of God’s disdain for you, for how could a loving God allow you to die?  But Christ has showed death to be the liar that it is; and by His death He has conquered and subdued death.  That enemy has lost its sting, and thus you have peace with God.

The devil?  The Lord’s heel may be bruised as the nails are driven at the cross, but the devil’s head is crushed.  Because the Lord dies for your sins and declares you righteous, the Accuser has nothing left to accuse you with, for all of your sins are taken away.  And once again: If all of your sins are taken away, all that is left is peace with God.

Christ has died and Christ is risen, all that you might have peace; but hold firmly to the truth that this is a peace believed by faith, not felt in everyday circumstances.  You see, when Christ makes you His by His grace, His enemies are now your enemies; and though they are defeated and subdued, they make a lot of noise as they wail and rattle their chains.  They will do their best to lob misery your way, so that the last thing you feel is a sense of peacefulness.  But despite anguish and tumult, by faith you know better: You are at peace with God.  Why? 

Because He who has died for you says so.

And because the Kingdom of God has come near to you.

The Kingdom of God is not “out there somewhere,” a “Never-never Land” to dream about.  The Kingdom of God comes near to you.  Jesus Christ is risen—He is not dead.  Risen and alive, He brings His Kingdom near to you by His means of grace.  And when Christ brings His Kingdom to you, He brings peace to you.

The Lord Jesus brings His Kingdom to you in the waters of Holy Baptism.  There, He washes your sins away and makes you His child and heir.  There, He clothes you with Himself, with His own righteousness.  You are no longer an enemy of God, for your Old Adam has been drowned in that water and Word.  In fact, what are some of the first words that a pastor says to the newly-baptized?  “Peace be with you.”  Peace is there because Christ is there.

He is present in His Word, as it is preached, heard and sung in the liturgy.  Therefore, we sing with the angels of Bethlehem, “Glory be to God on high, and on earth peace, goodwill toward men.”  Peace remains on earth because Christ remains here, present in His Word to forgive our sins.  

We pray “Thy Kingdom come,” trusting that our King comes here today to bring us His Kingdom of grace and life.  Thus we rejoice to hear the pastor declare in the benediction, “The Lord…give Thee peace;” for the Lord, who is present, gives you peace by taking away your sins.

Of course, the Lord is present in His Supper, giving His people His body and blood for the forgiveness of their sins.  It is because He is there that the pastor declares, just after the Words of Institution, “The peace of the Lord be with you always.”  Peace is there because Christ Himself is there, for the forgiveness of sins.  And because you receive His body and blood there, you sing with Simeon, “Lord, now lettest Thou Thy servant depart in peace, according to Thy Word.”

This peace is no lifeless sense of calm or brief respite from anxiety.  This peace is Christ; this peace is life.  Therefore, this peace is real comfort and hope.  Therefore, to those who battle sickness, even terminal illness, we declare, “Peace be with you.”  You experience anguish, pain, and worry, it is true; and this is the devil’s last shot at tempting you to doubt the promises of God.  But in the midst of the suffering, there is peace.  Christ comes to be present with you now.  

He who has died in your place on the cross has joined you to that death in Holy Baptism.  In that water and Word, you have already died the far more fearsome death, for there you died to sin and were raised to life.  Physical death still looms, but that is an enemy that the Lord has conquered and placed under His feet.  He therefore uses this mortal enemy to deliver you to immortality.  Christ has already brought His Kingdom to you, and promises to raise you from the dead.  Peace be with you, for Christ is with you.

To those haunted by a troubled conscience, we declare, “Peace be with you.”  A troubled conscience is a blessing, for it goads us about our sin until we confess it before the Lord.  But after we’re forgiven, the devil manipulates that conscience to convince us that we’re still guilty before God.  He seeks to convince you by your feelings of guilt that Christ hasn’t really forgiven you—at least, not for that sin.

Dear friends, when haunted by such guilt and doubt, trust not in your feelings nor misgivings.  Hear the Lord proclaim to you, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my strength is made perfect in weakness.”  Christ has died for all of your sins—there is not one left un-atoned for.  He forgives you all of your sins—therefore, you are peace with God, for Christ has brought His Kingdom to you.

To those troubled by the events of the world, who worry for the future and their children, we declare the peace of the Lord.  The world offers a peace of its own, a squalid imitation that can say only “Let’s all just get along as best we can until we die in our sin together.”  

It comes as no surprise that such a world is falling apart as it continues to rebel against the Word of the Lord.  But Christ has overcome the world, and He gives you that victory by His grace.  He seals you and your children in the waters of Holy Baptism, so that you are set apart from this world and its folly.  Events in the world are cause for consternation, but the victory is won.  As we say to you, so you say also to your children: “Peace be with you, for Jesus who has died and is risen, is with you.”

To those troubled by events within the Church on earth, we proclaim the peace of our Lord Jesus once again.  The gates of hell shall not prevail against the Church.  But Christ remains the Lord of His Church; and even in the midst of the assault of error, He still brings His Kingdom to His people by His Holy Word and Sacraments.  It is called the “Church Militant” with good reason.  But the Lord remains Lord of the Church, and He will not forsake His Kingdom.

This is the Lord’s promise—it is His Word.  As He sent out the seventy to declare His Kingdom and peace, so we have the joyful privilege of proclaiming the same today—even as we have the awesome joy of our Lord’s presence among us.  Despite, and in the midst of, the sorrows and troubles of this life, we rejoice that Christ is here with His forgiveness, to make and keep us as part of His people.

Therefore, with joy, we proclaim to all who will hear: “Peace be to this house, for the Kingdom of God has come near to you.”  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. 

