God's Promise of Peace

A sermon preached by Theodore S, Atkinson, pastor of the Oxford Presbyterian Church, Dxford, PA on
the third Sunday of Advent, December 7, 1986, Soripture Lessons: lsaizh 11:1-10; Psalm 72;
Romans 15:14-13; Matthew 3:1-12,

In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
There's atr ancient legend that on the maorning of ouwr Lord's birth there
was a briefl moment of universal peace around the world,  John Milton

spoke of that legend in a poemn. He wrote,
Mo war, or battle's sound
was heard the warld around;
The idle spear and shield were high uphung;
The hook’ed chariot stood
Unstained with hoztile ticod;
The trumpet spake not to the arm’ed throng;
And kings sat still with aweful eye,
As T they surely knesw their sovereiqn Lord was by,

Eut peaceful was the night
Wherein the Prince of Light
His reign.of_pesce-upanthe-earth-began.— ——

It's & beautiful thought, the ides of one brief moment of peace on earth, | Mﬁi
but it's only a fegend.
Or is it? Could there be some truth in that legend that not even human
cyniciem can destroy? Some three hundred years sfter the birth of Jesus,
5t. Athanasius, one of the grestest of the ancient church Fathers, wrote

about what happened to barbarisn tribes when they becarme Christians.

Those barbarisns who have sninnate savagery of manners, while they still sacrifice to
the idols of their country, are mad agsinst one another, and cannot endure to be & single
hour without weapons; but when they hesr the teaching of Christ, straighbway instead of
arming their hands with wespons they raise thern in prayer.

Here, it eeems, the legend hag come true. Savages whao received Jesus ag

their Lord, disermed. There warlike nature was changed. Instead of
raiging their arms to fight, they raised them to pray. Here, it seems 1o
e, 15 the answer to the question of world peace. First, having Jesus

ruling over us and our nation and, secondly, 1etting him change our warlike
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hatutre,
First, Issiah saw in the coming of the Messiak hope for lasting peace.

Listen once mare to the description of the Messish.

There shiall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse, and & branch shall grow out of
its roots (He's talking about & descendent of King David whose father was named
Jesse). And the Spirit of GOD shall rest upon this branch, the spirit of wisdom and
understsnding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knoweldge and the fear of
GOD. And the delight of the one wha comes shall be in the fear of GOD. That one shsl)
riot judge by what the aues see, or decide by what the eas hear; but shall judge the poor
with righteousness, and decide with equity for the meek of the earih, and smite the
earth with words of judament, and slay the wicked with sentences. The coming one
" zhall be girded with rightecusness, and girded alsn with faithful ness.

Listen to thoze characteristics! His chiel characteristic is that his
delight is in the Tear of God. And listen to his platforml He's especially
concerned about the poor and the meek and he will destroy the wicked, not

by weapons, but by the suthority of his word. Do you think anybody with
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those—characteristicsor—that—platTorn could™ get™ eléct@d president?

Wouldn't the news rmedis have & field-day. They'd talk about his hig
naivete and moralistic altitude. Can we honestly say thet our nation, or
any nation, is looking to the person described by saiah for their defense?
On a1l our coing it says, "In God we trust.” But do we? Isn't our nation
exactly like the atheistic Soviet Union, trusting primerily to missile
sysiems, borbs and sophisticaeted weaponry Tor sslvation. Many people
feel that our nation is becoring fncreasingly aggressive, something that's
entirely out of character with our traditional distrust of standing armies
and large defense budgets. The Liberal of the 1960s was often
characterized as someone who thought paverty could be wiped out simply
by spending more and rmore money. Today there's a widespread feeling that
our nation's security can be achieved simply by spending more and more

rnaney.
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fet with 10,000 tons of TNT available to defend BYErl mat, wamat and
child on earth, why do we feel so afraid? The more we spend on defense
the less secure we feel. A Gallup pall asked, "In your apinion, how likely is
it that within the next ten years there will be an all-aut nuclesr war
between the United States and the Soviet Unfon?” 69 percent fell there
was & chance it would happen and 30 percent of them felt there was a good
chance it would happen.  Some thought it was certain to happen.  Our
weapons simply @ don't give us & sense of security. It seems that, ez s
tation, we neither trust God or weapons to save s,

| truly believe that world pesce doesn't have & chance until the world
really trusts in the one of whom lsaish spoke. And the trusting must first

begin with us as a nation. It won't do any good to say to Russia, "I trust

Christ if you trust him first." Trust in Christ means belisving that Jesus

T e s e e

isn't simply interested in the religious part af our lives. It means
believing that the Risen Christ is Lord, even in the political realm, and
that he really is Lord of lards, and King of kings. Trusting in Christ means
obeying Christ, praying and working for his kingdom to stretch from shore
to shore, snd using his means to accomplish his ends. Da we really trust
that his way, the way of the cross, the way of identification with the
appressed, the poor, and the suffering, is the only way to peace?

Secondly, world peace depends upon & change in nature. The wolf must
stop attacking lambs and esting therm. That requires a change of nature.
And the lamb needs a change of nature. Woody Allen says that the wolf
shall dwell with the lamb, bul the Tamb wor't get much sleep. The lamb
wen't get much sleep unless its nature is changed. Only & radical change
could ever make & lamb trusting enough to get any sleep living with

vwolves.
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lzaioh wosn't talking about wolves and lambs. He was talking about
hurnan nature. There's within all of us, both Americens and Ruszians, &
wolf that wants to ettack snd kill and devour. Thet nature must be
changed if we're ever to enjoy world peace. And there's within all of us a
Larnb that's frightened of wolves even when protected bu millions of
huclear warheads. And that Tamb is going to need a new nature before it's
going to be able to trust @ wolf even if that walf has been converted, The
great question is, "Do you betieve that Christ can change your nature? Do
you want Christ te change your natura?”
This is why Jesus came. He came to change our neture. Jesus didm't
come simply Lo make us &&fiar men snd women, more polite and well

sdjusted. He came to make us #ew. He came to chenge our neture. He

came Lo give us & new birth. So you see, the grestest hindrance to world

peace doesn’t lie with the Soviet Union which is officially atheistic. It
lieg with men and women who say they trust in Jesus as Savior but are
afraid to follow him as Lord. The grestest hiddrance to world pesce lies
with rmen end wormen who are unwilling or unready to be converted.

Johint the Baptist came as & forerunner of Christ. He came preaching,
‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven iz at hand." Repentl That means,
"Change!” Change your mindl Change your hesrt. Change the very way you
think sbout everything, including war and defense and security. Change
your very naturel Rather, believe that Christ can change you.

If ancient Isreel’s history is enything to go by, then when genuine
qodliness holds sway in a nation, God's providence provides a nations main

defense. But when godliness i= forsaken and God's laws are trodden

(45}

underfoot, God sends judgrent, sometimes in the farm of strong, egressive

and godless nations, and no amount of nuclear wespons can protect us. It's
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uttimate foolishness and idolatry to think that our defense cen be assured
by bigger and bigger defense budgets. Apart from a humble repentance and
6 sincere covenant renewsl of God's peaple with their Lord, lazting peace
will never have a chance.

The good news is that sometimes e miracle takes place and people do
trust in Jesus end their natures are changed.

Un Christmas Eve, in the year 1670, the birthday of Christ approached
ahe corner of the world with the whine of rifle bullets, the boom of
artitlery, the moans of the wounded, the sounds of war. This wss the
Franco-Prugssisn war, and Paris was beseiged by the Germans. French
soldiers and Germen soldiers faced each ather in the trenches before the

city. ‘work on the trenches had been suspended because the tempersture

P

inches.

At that moment the Germans were winning the tug-of-war and the
battle itself. French soldiers were hungry and suffering from frosthite
and freezing to death. On the Germen side there was a Christmas tree in
every post and lavish Christmas dinners, with beer for the troops and
champaghe for the officers. In the German headquarters at Yersailles, the
cormnanders had sent waord that the long-swaited bombardment of Paris
was to start soon. Back on the field of conflict artillary shells burst and
steel and shot thudded into the frozen embankments-- and sormetimes into
the flesh of living men.

But as darkness approached this Christmes Eve the artrillery exchanges
stopped. Rifle fire became sporadic. Sqt':'latirnes it was many minutes
before @ shot was fired. Then a strange stillness came over the

battiefield. French snd Germanh scldiers alike put down their rifles and

wos 12 degrees below zero and the ground wes frozen to s _depihof 20__
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thought about home ond happier Christmas Eves. And they thought about
Jesus who an that night so many years ago was born, the Prince of Peace.
Suddenly, & Young French scidier jumped from his trench and stood
unarmed in full view of his enerny. And in & besuliful voice he astonished
the Germeans across the scarred terrain of ‘mo-man's land’ by singing "0
haty night”.

0 holy night, the stars are brightly shiming,

Itig the night of our desr Savior's birth.

Long 1ay the world in sinand error pining,

Till He appeared and the soul felt its worth.

The Germans were awestruck., Not & shot was fired at this young
French soldier sihiouetted against the sky. His voice penetrated every
misery and hearteche of war. A&nd when he had finished his song, the
Frenchman continued to stand there, out in the open, defenseless, without

@ weapnon, like s lamb_in the midst of wolves. _And 8s he_stood-there, he_
heard another voice from scross no-man's land responding. It was the
yoice of his enerny, of a German soldier whose thoughts were far, far from
war. He, too, had left his trench, and he sang Martin Luther's Chirstmas
hyran, “Frorn Heaven Above to Earth | come” And for a little while, peace
and the spirit of Jesus Christ reigned.

Friends, pesce is pnssible. To believe otherwise is a denial of the
Gospel. But peace can be schieved only by trusting in Christ and in the way
of the cross. Peace can be achieved only when we're willing to let Christ
change out neture,

Let us pray: Mersiful God, who sent your messengers the prophetz fo preash repentance and
prepare the way for our salvation: Give us grace to heed their warnings and forsake our sins, that

wernay greet with joy the corning of Jesus Chiist our Redesrmer; who lives and reigns with you and the
Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen,



