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Advent 4 ~ Series C ~ December 24, 2006

The Consequence of Peace


The text for today is our Old Testament lesson, Micah 5:2-5, which has already been read.

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


You can almost close your eyes and imagine what it’s like.  Tranquil.  Quiet.  Undisturbed.  Those of you with younger kids at home are coveting right now, aren’t you?  You’re coveting the precious commodity we call peace.


Of course, parents aren’t the only ones looking for a little peace—peace of heart, of mind, of soul.  Young and old.  Black and white.  Rich and poor.  It makes no difference.  In a materialistic, consumeristic, dog-eat-dog world like ours, enough is never enough, and so we suffer the disturbances of violence, anger, greed, and oppression.  The list seems endless.  Wars and rumors of war.  Acts of terrorism.  Divorce and child custody.  Weapons in and near our schools.  Sexual predators.  Identity theft.  Addictions to drugs, alcohol, gambling, pornography.


In case you think I’ve somehow forgotten, I haven’t—tonight is Christmas Eve.  Peace on earth.  Good will to men.  But how many of us are thinking to ourselves, “I don’t feel it now, but maybe tonight I’ll feel a little more at peace.”  You know, the candlelight, the music, and the greetings and well-wishes of friends and family.  Maybe that’s the best we can hope for this Christmas: a brief, momentary escape from the real world.  Because we all know that by the time December 26th rolls around, it’s back to business as usual.  Right?


Let’s use this last Advent moment that we have to talk about peace.  We all want it.  We all need it.  And the Good News wrapped in swaddling clothes coming tonight is that we can have it.  God wants us to have it—so much that God takes on our human flesh to give us peace for our souls.


In our Old Testament Reading, the prophet Micah declares of the one to be born in Bethlehem: “And He [the coming ruler of Israel] shall be their peace” (v. 5).  At the Divine Service every Christmas Eve, the prophet Isaiah proclaims that the Messiah will be the Prince of Peace.  In the New Testament, St. Paul goes even one step further.   He writes of Jesus Christ in Ephesians 2: “For He Himself is our peace” (v. 14).  

In his letter to the Colossians, St. Paul further explains that peace: “God was pleased to have all His fullness dwell in [Christ], and through Him to reconcile to Himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through His blood, shed on the cross.  Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behavior.  But now He has reconciled you by Christ’s physical body through death to present you holy in His sight, without blemish and free from accusation—if you continue in your faith, established and firm, not moved from the hope held out in the Gospel” (1:19-23a).  


And so the Lutheran question is asked: “What does this mean?”  It means that if we have Jesus Christ, we have peace in the fullest sense of the term.  So why is it that you and I, baptized Christians who have “put on Christ” (Galatians 3:27), so often feel ill at ease, restless, and insecure?  Why does it seem as if we’re perpetually living with the consequences of sin and not the consequences of peace?


The devil is constantly waging war against the people of God, and one of his favorite tactics is to create doubt in the minds of the faithful.  At times, that doubt focuses on whether the actions of one man can really atone or make payment for the sins of the entire world.  It leads many to believe that they are required to help pay for their sins, as if there is anything they could do to appease the wrath of God.


But what do the Scriptures say?  From the prophet Isaiah, “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way; and the Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us all” (Isaiah 53:6).  And from the prophet Micah, “Who is a God like you, pardoning iniquity and passing over transgression for the remnant of His inheritance?  He does not retain His anger forever, because He delights in steadfast love.  He will again have compassion on us; He will tread our iniquities under foot.  You will cast all our sins into the depths of the sea” (7:18-19).


In one of our Collects of the Day, the Church prays: “Almighty and everlasting God… pour down on us the abundance of Your mercy; forgive us those things of which our conscience is afraid.”  

Can you relate to that?  I can.  You know, that little voice inside that keeps reminding you of things you’d rather forget.


In the movie The Patriot, Mel Gibson plays the farmer Benjamin Martin, a man who had fought bravely during the French and Indian Wars.  But since the death of his wife, Benjamin has renounced violence and quietly tends his crops, raising seven children alone.  

Martin’s pacifism is challenged and eventually overwhelmed as he endures the senseless destruction of his family’s home and the death of his two oldest sons at the hands of a mean-spirited British colonel by the name of William Tavington.  In reflecting on his numerous personal tragedies, Gibson’s character laments that he feared the cost for his past sins would be too great to bear.


That’s a guilty conscience at work.  Sound familiar?  Is there anything in the past that you’d rather forget but can’t?  Does it still bother you?  I know people who think God is just waiting to lower the boom because of something they did years ago.  Restless hearts and restless minds.


But I have Good News for you today.  There is an antidote for guilty consciences.  From the Book of Hebrews, chapter 9, verse 14 we hear, “How much more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered Himself without blemish to God, purify our conscience from dead works to serve the living God.”  

In chapter 10, verses 21-22, the author of Hebrews goes on to write: “And since we have a great priest over the house of God, let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water.” 


And for souls that still find it hard to let go of the past, the prophet Jeremiah assures us that God “will forgive their iniquity, and [He] will remember their sin no more” (31:34).  

For all the times you stubbornly refuse to let go of things that God your Father has long forgotten, repent.  Repent and believe the Good News.  And in believing, you will find peace for your soul.


It’s been said, “no man is an island.”  In other words, we were created to need God and each other.  And in that mutual need we would find community, a sense of belonging.  But there are those today who feel only the cold shoulder of loneliness and isolation.  They feel estranged from family or friends, cut off from any means of emotional support.  

Sin does that.  Pride is of the opinion that we need no one, that we’ve doing fine on our own, thank you.  But deep down inside—beneath the thin veneer of independence—we know (or should know) that it’s not true.  Peace eludes us until the Holy Spirit convinces us that we are part of something that goes well beyond any human relationship or institution.  

By virtue of Holy Baptism, we’re members of God’s family.  “You are fellow citizens with the saints and member of the household of God” (Ephesians 2:19).  We are heirs of the heavenly kingdom.  “The Spirit Himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God, and if children, then heirs—heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ” (Romans 8:16-17).

That’s the real world we find ourselves in because of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  We have peace with God.  We have peace with our fellow man.  So whenever you begin to think that the only reality is what your eyes can see, repent.  Repent and believe the good news.  And in believing, you will find peace for your soul.


The final obstacle to peace is death itself.  So much time and effort are devoted to postponing the eventuality of death.  And in the process, our insecurities, our restlessness, and our uneasiness are all exposed.  

For some, it isn’t the idea of dying that causes the most unrest—it’s suffering.  It’s knowing there’s a very real possibility that we, or a loved one, will experience the ravages of disease or an extended illness that will test the limits of our tolerance for pain and the limits of our love for God.  In the meantime, an aching back, sore feet, or stiffness in the joints reminds us of our mortality.  For many it becomes a source of great anxiety.


And yet, Jesus Christ is our peace!  He is your peace, your resurrection, and your life!  His precious blood was shed for you.  His innocent suffering and death was for you and in your place.  It all reminds us of our immortality.  We will not die, but live forever with our Savior.  And minds and hearts that have grown weary with anxiety are strengthened with the peace that only Jesus can give.


He gives that peace to us in His Word and Sacrament.  He brings that peace to you here in the Divine Service.  Think how many times just in this one worship service you have heard or will hear His Word of peace.  In the Gloria in Excelsis, we sang with the angels: “Glory be to God on high; and on earth peace, good will toward men.”  At the end of this sermon, you will hear the votum, “The peace of God, which passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.”


Following the Words of Institution, you will hear the Pax Domini: “The peace of the Lord be with you always!”  In the Agnus Dei, you will petition the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world to “grant us Thy peace.”  

After you have received Christ’s very body and blood for the forgiveness of your sins, and to strengthen and preserve you in the one true faith unto life everlasting, you will be dismissed with the words “Depart in peace.”  You will sing Simeon’s song, “The Nunc Dimittis,” in which you pray: “Lord, now lettest Thou Thy servant depart in peace according to Thy word.”


Then we will prayerfully thank the Lord for sending His only-begotten Son, and “that for His sake Thou has given us pardon and peace in this Sacrament.  Finally, you will receive God’s blessing, The Benediction: “The Lord bless thee and keep thee.  The Lord make His face shine upon thee and be gracious unto thee.  The Lord lift up His countenance upon thee and give thee peace.” 


Peace.  Divine peace.  It comes from knowing that Jesus has done everything required for our salvation.  It comes from knowing that our heavenly Father not only forgives our sins, but He forgets them as well.  It comes from knowing that our suffering and dying is but a momentary affliction that isn’t worth comparing to the glory of eternal life that awaits all who trust in Jesus Christ.  It comes from hearing that peace proclaimed into our hearts through Word and Sacrament.


As we approach the festival of our Savior’s birth, may we do so with hearts and minds filled with peace.   This very night the angels will sing, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom His favor rests!” (Luke 2:14).

Because of Christ, God’s favor rests on us.  Because of Christ we have peace.  Because of Christ, you are forgiven of 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. 
