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Advent 
 
We continue to move forward in Advent.  
 
As we move toward Christmas Day, we wait for Jesus to come. One week away.  
 
We wait for Jesus to come, or come again, into our hearts. Have you sensed his presence this 
Advent? Have you sought him out? 
 
We wait for Jesus to come again to our world.  
 
Today we reach the fourth Sunday of Advent. We have lit the 4th Advent candle, traditionally 
symbolizing peace. So let us reflect this morning on how Jesus means peace.  
 
Her Warfare Has Ended 
 
Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. 
Speak kindly to Jerusalem; 
And call out to her,  
That her warfare has ended, 
That her iniquity has been removed, 
That she has received of the Lord’s hand 
Double for all her sins.  
 
This is Isaiah 40:1-2 in the New American Standard Bible. This translation makes clearer than 
others what is really going on in the Hebrew.  
 
Isaiah 40 begins the turn from judgment to hope in the long book of Isaiah. It offers comfort at 
last, after chapters of warning and woe.  
 
The theology of the book of Isaiah, like so much of the Bible, is a theology of sin-brings-divine 
judgment. A theology of interpreting historical events as direct acts of God. Isaiah had therefore 
interpreted the warfare and bloodshed that had come upon the Jewish people as divine 
punishment for her many sins, her many violations of obligation to God and neighbor, her many 
idolatries and injustices.  
 
It is easy for us modern or postmodern types to scoff at such a theology. We are far less sure that 
the events we read about in the newspaper are equivalent to the acts of God. We are not at all 
certain that bad things that happen are the judgment of God on sinners, and good events are the 
blessing of God on the virtuous. We are not at all sure that if some nation or city is experiencing 



warfare or violence, it is God’s judgment upon their sin. In fact, some of us may be quite sure 
that this is a very primitive kind of theology that deserves to be abandoned.  
 
Here are some pictures of the Syrian city of Aleppo. The misery of this grand old city has 
captured the attention of the world.  
Recently the city, or what is left of it, has been recaptured by the Syrian government after years 
of rebellion and violence. 
 
Who sinned, that Aleppo and its people must suffer so? Who is God punishing? When will the 
suffering end?  
 
As I understand it, the Syrian civil war began because many Syrians started protesting the many 
injustices and cruelties of their government.  
At first their protest was nonviolent. But then the Syrian government cracked down on 
nonviolent protest, including by capturing, torturing, and killing nonviolent protestors.  
 
This inevitably radicalized the opposition. Seeing that nonviolent protest was ineffective and was 
being snuffed out cruelly, some Syrians took up arms in opposition. The opposition splintered 
into multiple groups with different agendas, sometimes fighting each other.  
 
The Syrian government responded with even more violence, including grotesque bombings of 
cities like Aleppo still filled with innocent people.  
 
This only intensified the resistance. Other countries got involved on all sides, including the 
Iranians, the Russians, and the US. Various peacemaking efforts were attempted and all failed. A 
complete and catastrophic disaster.  
 
Who sinned, that Aleppo must suffer so? Lots of people, but above all the Syrian government. So 
there was sin at work. Here we can definitely see a connection between sin and violence, sin and 
suffering.  
 
But are we willing or able to make some kind of definitive theological judgment on exactly what 
God is doing, or whether God is punishing someone, in Syria?  
Surely many have sinned, and many millions are suffering, and crying out for rescue, and for 
comfort. Who shall comfort them? When will peace come? 
 
In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, 
Make straight in the desert a highway for our God. 
Every valley shall be lifted up, 
And every mountain hill be made low; 
The uneven ground shall become level, 
And the rough places a plain. 
Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed 
And all people shall see it together, 
For the mouth of the Lord has spoken. 
 



Isaiah 40 continues. The words are famous, quoted several times in the Gospels.  
 
The King is coming. Look, out over the horizon, you can just barely see him. He is on his way.  
 
In Babylon, the powerful empire where the Jewish people were exiled, kings and their minions 
built great processional highways. Mountains were leveled, valleys filled, rough places 
smoothed, roadways broadened, to allow the pompous Babylonian kings to march into the cities 
they ruled in massive triumphal procession. On such broad majestic highways they could station 
their troops in rank and formation, assemble their musicians, array their officers, and finally 
march in behind them all in full glory and majesty.  
 
Some of the world’s great cities have broad highways like that, such as the Champs-Elysees in 
Paris, crowned by its famous Arc de Triomphe – Arc of Triumph. We have our own rather grand 
boulevards in Washington, quite suitable for triumphal processions.  
 
One day, says Isaiah, all proud kings and proud nations will be brought low.  
One day, God will be on the march.  
 
One day it will not be the glory of Nebuchadnezzar or Cyrus or Caesar or Napoleon or President 
Whoever that will be seen.  
 
One day, the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and finally all people shall see it, and no one 
shall any longer be able to deny that God alone is king of all the earth. And on that day there 
shall be peace at last.  
 
Are you hungry for that day? Are you yearning for it? Good. You are Advent people.  
 
Peace on Earth, Good Will to All of Us  
 
Our New Testament passage from Luke 2 this morning is exquisitely familiar. It is certainly 
familiar to anyone who has been in church. Or who has seen the Charlie Brown Christmas 
special from 50 years ago:  
 
In that region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flocks by 
night. Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone round 
about them, and they were sore afraid. But the angel said to them, Fear not, for I bring you 
good news of great joy for all the people – unto you is born this day in the city of David a 
Savior, who is Christ the Lord. And this shall be a sign to you – you will find the babe 
wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in the manger. And suddenly there was with the 
angel a multitude of the heavenly hosts praising God and saying, 
 
Glory to God in the highest, 
Peace on earth, good will to men [and women].  
 



Peace on earth. Whenever angels visit anyone in the New Testament, everyone is terrified. It 
must be really scary to be visited by an angel, nothing like those floating blond cherubs that we 
picture. More like  Ghostbusters.  
 
So angels always begin their New Testament discourses by calming people down.  
 
Fear not, because even though I come from the very throne of God I have good news for you. 
God has come, in a baby, who is the Messiah, who will save the world, and who will become the 
Lord of all.  
He will bring God great glory. To human beings, he will bring peace and good will. Or 
something like that.  
 
The phrase is interesting – Linus, reading the King James as of course he would do, had it as: 
“Peace on earth, good will to men.”  
 
The NRSV has it as: “On earth peace among those whom he favors.”  
 
 
Variants include: “On earth peace to people of good will.” 
 
These variations go back to three tiny differences in the ancient New Testament manuscripts, as 
well as the cryptic nature of the phrase in Greek. And what a huge difference they make! Isn’t it 
interesting that not even the scribes who copied the New Testament manuscripts 1800 years ago 
could figure out whether the message to the shepherds was:  

(1) hey dudes, God is announcing peace and divine good will to all;  
(2) or, hey dudes, God is announcing peace to all of you who are people of good will, so you 

better try to be people of good will;  
(3) or, hey dudes, God is announcing peace to that percentage of you that God favors or is 

pleased with, so you better hope you are on the good list… 
 
As in many cases like this, I think that there is value in all three possibilities. And so I think it 
quite reasonable to say that the message of Luke 2:14 is: 
 
Hey friends at FBCD, in Jesus, God announces peace and good will to all humanity.  
 
And: in Jesus, God announces peace to all who are people of good will, so be a person of good 
will; 
 
And: in Jesus, God announces peace especially to those whom God is pleased with – so live in 
such a way as to please God.  
 
Which Means Live in Peace    
 
God’s word to us is peace. God says: I come to you in peace. I send you Jesus, an unexpected 
kind of Messiah, who lived in peace. Who blessed the peacemakers. Who told Peter to put down 
his sword. Who taught his followers to forgive; to leave their gifts at the altar and go make 



peace; to love their enemies. Who did not call in the troops when arrested. Who did not call 
down the angels when crucified. Who told his disciples: Peace I leave with you, my peace I give 
you.  
 
So Jesus means peace. That’s the title of my message, and I’m sticking to it.  
 
But only if you understand the full range of what that means.  
 
Jesus means peace: that is, Jesus is God’s gift of peace to humanity. Jesus makes peace between 
God and humanity. Jesus is the one who can make peace with God possible for you, for anyone. 
If you want peace with God, there’s someone you need to know. His name is Jesus. 
 
Jesus means peace. That is, Jesus brings peace to the human heart. Jesus can calm the storm that 
is our spirit, so often disturbed and troubled. The peace he leaves with us is not dependent on 
outer circumstances. It can be found even amid the storm, even when the waves are washing 
across our deck, even when every external force in our lives would disturb our peace. Jesus 
brings peace more like how Matt Ryan of the Falcons finds peace with very large, angry 
defensive linemen surrounding him – it’s peace in the pocket, with trouble all round.  
 
Jesus means peace. That is, Jesus teaches the way of peace. He teaches us patterns and practices 
of relating peacefully to other people. I will be preaching about several of these early next year: 
forgiveness, enemy love, and taking the first step to make peace. Jesus intended to create a 
community that would obey his teachings and would therefore live in peace. People of a peaceful 
heart and disposition. People of a gentle spirit. People ever ready to forgive. People able to live 
in peace. People hungry for peace.  
 
 I am not saying that we do not fail. Indeed I am admitting that I often fail. Followers of Jesus are 
still on the way. They are still learning to be his. No matter how young, no matter how old, we 
are still on pilgrimage.  
 
So perhaps this week you were not at peace, not a person of good will, did not make peace, but 
perhaps instead made trouble. The same Savior who taught peace also offers the good peace of 
forgiveness and second and third and fourth chances. 
 
Jesus means peace. Let us accept it from his hand, and offer it to ourselves and others.  
  
 
 


