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Luke 2:8-14 O Earth, Peaced

No part of the Christmas narrative has been
reprinted more often, or with more hope and
longing, than the angels” words: “Glory to
God in the highest; and on earth peace to
men on whom his favor rests.” “On earth,
peace” is the part of the message we most
want to hear, to believe, to experience.

We have been told repeatedly in the past 5
years that we are “a nation at war.” That has
for most people most of the time been hard
to believe - confused as it was by the
message “don’t let this alter your life -
especially your spending - or the terrorists
will win.” Perhaps only in the past year has
it sunk in to anyone other than military
families that we are in two wars, neither of
which is going well; and that thousands of
our young men and women in uniform, and
many civilian contractors, journalists and
others, have been killed or seriously injured -
not to mention (as we often do not) tens of
thousands of Iraqi casualties and hundreds
of thousands of refugees. There can be few
people left who do not ardently want this
war to be over, and soon, and most people
wonder why we cannot decide what needs to
be done, and do it properly.

So the return of the Christmas season and the
proclamation of “peace on earth;” celebrating
the arrival of “the Prince of Peace,” must

surely stir in us a deep desire to know God’s
peace.

1) TheShdom of God

What do the angels mean by “peace”? It is a
word with a long and deep biblical history.
In Hebrew it is the word shdom. It means
more than a cessation of hostilities, between
people or nations; it describes a state of
wholeness and harmony. In the rural culture
of ancient Israel it meant flocks and fields
and children, wealth health and long life, a
good name and a good family. It was a gift of
God to his people. You could call it
blessedness, and it came to be such a byword
for God’s favor that it became a greeting:
Osdom,Oyou said, as you met people on the
street.

In the NT era, the concept of “peace”
becomes even wider. It speaks of the
harmony of being reconciled to God and to
neighbor. It speaks of living in security,
spiritually speaking. It is not far short of, and
is often used as an alternative way of
expressing, salvation itself. It is the state of
harmony with God and others that Jesus
offers to those who put their faith in him.



It's important to note that “peace” in NT
terms almost never refers to that inner state
of mind that we prize so much. While we are
desperate to experience peace within, the NT
is largely uninterested in our psychological
well-being, and speaks of peace almost
exclusively as an external, objective state.
You are at peace with God or you are not.
You have received God’s gift of salvation or
you have not. You are at peace with your
neighbor, or you are not. How you may feel
inside about any of these things is not the
issue - which is not to say that there are no
internal benefits from being at peace with
God and with other people. But if we read
“peace on earth” as a word about our inner
feelings, we may well be disappointed, or at
least confused.

2) ThePeace of Christ

How do we enter this state of peace that the
angels proclaim? Their message is “peace on
earth to those on whom God’s favor rests.”
This tells us right away that peace is a
gracious gift of God, and not something we
work or earn our way towards.

But who are the people on whom “God’s
favor rests”? The angel of the Lord has
already told the shepherds that he brings
“good news of great joy that will be for all
the people.” “All the people” must mean, at
the least, all Israel. Some NT interpreters
think there is already a hint here that in
sending Jesus, God has begun something
new that will reach out to all peoples in all
places at all times - that the one who has
come is not only Messiah of Israel but also
Savior of the world. The good news is for all
people whom God will call and who respond
by entering a faithful, trusting, saving
relationship with God through his Son.

That is to say, “peace on earth” is in and
through Jesus Christ. That is the unmistakable
NT message. He is the “Prince of Peace”

promised by Isaiah. “He himself is our
peace,” according to Paul; “he has made
peace in his body, reconciling... to God”
people who were formerly at odds with God
and one another (Eph 2:14-25). Because of
him, “we have peace with God through our
Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom 5:1).

How does that happen? Jesus comes from
heaven as “prophet, priest and king” -
prophet to tell us the truth about God we
would not otherwise have known, priest to
offer himself as the perfect sacrifice for the
sins of his people, and king to rule and guide
and protect us. All of his roles contribute to
our peace - of mind, in knowing the truth; in
heart, being relieved of our guilt; in life,
being protected from evil.

But it is worth noting that the role that
receives most emphasis in the angelic
announcements is that Jesus is the King. The
angel tells Mary “the child will be great, and
will be called Son of the Most High. The
Lord God will give him the throne of his
father David, and he will reign over the
house of Jacob forever; his kingdom will
never end.” It is true that he is called Jesus,
“The Lord saves;” he is called Immanuel -
“God with us” - but the angel spends most
words on “great, Son of the Most High, on
the throne of David, reigning over Jacob, his
eternal kingdom.”

What does this “kingship” have to do with
“peace on earth”? Very much, in fact. The
chief task of the ruler is to protect his people,
to keep his people safe, to guide them.
“Peace” is the king's first priority. And the
promise of the NT is that whee Christ rules,
theeis peace - peace with God, peace with
other people. When we welcome the rule of
the Prince of Peace, we enter into a state
where he protects us, and we are “at peace.”
It is an objective state, not an inner feeling. If
we submit to Christ’s reign and rule in our



lives, we are at peace with God - whether we
fed peaceful or not.

Peace is the state of salvation that is entered
into by our submission to Christ. When we
submit, humbly, to Christ’s right to rule over
us, we enter “peace with God.”

3) Does Christ Rule?

But in our quest for peace, inner and outer,
we must also confront Paul’s instruction:
“Let the peace of Christ rule in your heart.”
The issue for you and me very often is “Does
Christ rule?” That is shdomin the NT sense.

We can take that question to those
troublesome areas where we long for peace
not only with God but with other people.
Does Christ rule? If our marriages are in a
mess over whose interests and needs should
have priority, then we need to ask what it
would be like if Christ ruled in our
marriages? Would we both then submit our
wills to his, and learn to defer to each other?
Would there not only be a cessation of
hostilities - in itself much to be welcomed -
but even a taste of shalom?

Or maybe it’s your family that’s the
battleground? Maybe Christmas is a season
of hostility, and not peace? It has to be
conceded that at times being all together for
the holidays can be stressful! That’s often the
case if some members cherish unspoken
expectations that will never be met. With
children, that’s usually obvious - if they
don’t get what they want, they don’t hide
their feelings! But adults can nurse hopes
and yearnings that they cannot express for
years, and their disappointment can ruin
Christmas for them and others time after
time. It can be nostalgia for half-remembered
childhood Christmases when everyone was
together, and now they’re not - because some
people have died. It can be a hope that all the
children will come home, and all be nice to

each other, and to their parents - but year
after year it doesn’t happen. So disappointed
people act out their anger, and everyone
suffers. But what if Christ ruled over
Christmas? What if it truly was a time of
gratitude for his coming, and not an attempt
to have a perfect family holiday?

What if Christ ruled in a church, and not a
Priest or Minister or a board of Elders? How
much more peace would there be if everyone
submitted themselves to Christ, instead of
jockeying for authority? Can there be peace
in a community if some people always insist
on having thar voices heard? Can there be
peace in a nation if its leaders are more
concerned with power and popularity than
with good policy? Can there be peace
between or within nations when leaders fear
losing face more than they fear death on the
streets?

If Christ does not rule, can there be peace on
earth? For all the wonder and joy of the
angels” proclamation, the NT answers a clear
“No.” Too much of the earth, too many
people, will not want to hear God’s call; too
many will not find Christ’s coming “good
news of great joy.” Too many will prefer to
do things their own way, will denounce
followers of Christ as fools, or even as
enemies of peace. Peace will be hard to find
until God’s kingdom finally comes in power
and glory, and Christ takes his rightful role
as King over all. That, the NT tells us, is our
hope for the future.

But today, those who want to be at peace
with God must submit to Christ the King,.
Those who want to be at peace with other
people must “let the peace of Christ rule in
their hearts.” Those who long for peace in
the world must pray and pray and pray, and
strive to create governments that are
motivated by a vision of well-being for all
people, and not by a desire for prestige. We -
whether we are Iraqis, Afghans, Palestinians,



Sri Lankans, Sudanese - or even Americans -
need leaders who care about their people’s
flourishing, about shdom, about creating a
state of peace - as much as that can be
achieved in this world short of the coming of
God’s Kingdom.

But the Prince of Peace has come - quietly,
almost secretly - and by no means everyone
knows it. The gift of Christmas is that we are
reminded of what in the rest of the year we
might easily forget; that the angels have
already proclaimed “On earth, peace to men
on whom God’s favor rests.” The peace of
God which “passes all understanding” is
already here for those who will make their
way to Jesus and bow at his feet as King, as
wise men of old did. Find him, and “let the
peace of Christ rule in your hearts” this
Christmas.

Let us pray...




