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Read Isaiah 9:2-7

Advent is a time for remembering hope. Advent is a time for pursuing peace. 
Our passage describes the promised child as the “Prince of Peace.” Who is this Prince of Peace and how do we know? Peace is elusive. We do not often experience long periods of lasting peace. Even the passage seems incongruent – what does this Prince of Peace do? Political and military language dominates: he conquers, he breaks the yoke of their burden, he breaks the bar across their shoulders (submission and servitude), he breaks the rod of their oppressor. He burns the boots of the tramping warriors and their garments rolled in blood. That’s peace?

The Book of Isaiah was written over the course of twelve generations that endured God’s judgment, not peace. The situation was not good for Israel. Ultimately, the northern kingdom would be defeated by Assyria, the people taken into exile and never heard from again. The southern kingdom would survive a little longer; however, it, too, would be taken into exile. Isaiah 9 comes before those two major events, but two of the tribes, Zebulun and Naphtali, had been attacked. We do not have a good handle of the extent of losses they incurred, but both were suffering badly. It is important we include the context of Israel’s living in conflict, fear and violence in order to understand the meaning of peace within the text and within our faith. We cannot get to the real meaning of the glorious sounds of Handel’s Messiah, “Unto Us A Child Is Born” if we do not understand how bad things were. 

Those twelve generations of Isaiah experienced oppression from several empires and were consistently in turmoil. When Isaiah described the promise of the messiah of peace, they must have wondered, were those words real? Were God’s promises true? How could they continue to have faith when the days and years went by, and the promise of the prince of peace never seemed to get any closer. Even with Jesus hundreds of years later, the basic situation had not changed. Similar to Isaiah, Jesus spoke during a time of Israel’s occupation by a foreign power. 

As we think about “peace” today, there is a stark contrast to be drawn between peace as the world understands it and peace as God reveals it to be. The Pax Romana of Jesus’ time – Roman Peace – was a brutally enforced subjugation of people. Rome’s interest in occupying Israel was not for Israel’s benefit, but for Rome’s. The peace was simply the intimidation and repudiation of resistance towards the exercise of power. 

Jesus used the word “peace” very differently than Rome. It had little to nothing to do with worldly condition and was not dependent upon immediate circumstances. Peace was tied to faith in him – personally. Those with faith in him knew peace, experienced peace, received peace. Those who did not have faith in him experienced his peace as division and the sword.  Just looking within the gospel of Luke:

· Jesus told the woman who welcomed him and anointed his feet with tears and drying with her hair, “Daughter, you faith has saved you; go in peace.” (Luke 7:50)

· Jesus told the woman who could not stop her hemorrhage, who came up and touched his garment, “Daughter, your faith has made you well; go in peace.” (Luke 8:48).

· When he talked about the end times and the division that his truth would cause, he said, “Do you think that I have come to bring peace to the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division!” (Luke 12:51) 

· On Palm Sunday, as he rode into Jerusalem in triumph, the people shouted, “Blessed is the king who comes in the name of the Lord! Peace in heaven, and glory in the highest heaven.” (Luke 19:38) Later, he would rebuke the religious in Jerusalem for not joining in the praise, “If you, even you, had only recognized on this day the things that make for peace!” (Luke 19:42)

· On Easter Sunday, after hearing the testimony of witnesses to his resurrection, Jesus appeared in the Upper Room among them and said, “Peace be with you.”

Peace in inextricably tied to faith. We experience it most poignantly at memorials. Standing there on the edge of mortality as we are saying goodbye to a loved one is extraordinarily clarifying. There is a qualitative difference between those who know peace in Christ and those who do not. For many, the grave is the end and it is a bitter end. Those left behind is anger, frustration, futility and hopelessness. They go through the process and find no consolation. For those who have faith in Jesus – who trust his promises of eternal life even as they stare down the reality of death – their loved ones know the sadness of loss, but it is tempered by the underlying peace of knowing the one who is already victorious. There is the assured promise of joining with Christ in his resurrection.

Faith brings peace. Jesus himself brings peace. He himself is the Prince of Peace. 


The Prince of Peace

How do we know?  Well, what does a prince have? Power. Authority. Command. Jesus had the power and authority to command peace – just as the Isaiah passage described.
For example, in Mark 4:35-41, after a long day of teaching, Jesus told the disciples to hop in the boat they had prepared for him and commanded, “Let’s go to the other side.” He had been talking about the Kingdom of God coming near. His lesson included four parables:

· The parable of the sower: the kingdom of God will receive a mixed reaction, only those with ears to hear will understand. Those with ears to hear are those whom Jesus has called to hear the explanations.

· The parable of the lamp: what is hidden will soon be made clear. God does not do things that will not be noticed. Those who can see will see wonders; those who refuse to see or do not see will have their joy taken away.

· The parable of the growing seed: The gospel will be proclaimed and will grow and will come to a time of harvest. God’s Word will be fulfilled.

· The parable of the Mustard Seed: the fulfillment of the Kingdom of God will come from this one small seed, and will happen in a marvelous way that is different than most people would expect.

Thus, Jesus was teaching and proclaiming the Kingdom of God that he personally was ushering in. By this point, the twelve and the other disciples had seen Jesus perform miracles – healing illness and commanding out evil spirits – and forgiving sins. He had shown that he had the authority to forgive sins as well as the authority to declare sins forgiven (that is, speaking for God) – powers exclusive to God. So then, with all that as background, the gospel tells us that Jesus and the disciples got on the boat. 

Jesus went to sleep. He went into a sound sleep. While a storm blew up and even experienced fishermen were frightened by its fury, Jesus slept. He was peaceful – that is, full of peace.
The disciples were not so peaceful. They woke Jesus up with a rebuke, “Don’t you care we’re dying?” Jesus got up and declared to the ocean and to the wind, “Peace, be still!” It was as if he was scolding wayward children, “Knock it off!” Verse 39 reports, “The wind ceased, and there was a dead calm.” Power. Authority. Command.
The power over nature is one of the hallmarks of God. “In the beginning, when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters. Then God said, “Let there be light” and “there was light.” God spoke and it happened.

In the story of Jonah we looked at this summer, God used the sea to draw Jonah to repentance. As soon as Jonah was thrown overboard, “the sea ceased from its raging.” The point was clear to Jonah and the sailors, God is sovereign over nature. Power. Authority. Command.

As an aside, you cannot miss the reference to the Roman god, Neptune. Neptune was the god of the sea. He carried a trident, which had three prongs. He rode a dolphin or a horse. When the sea was rough enough to show white tops to the waves, these were called sea horses. Mark’s initial readers – the oppressed and persecuted believers in Rome – would have understood Jesus’ rebuke of the sea as an demonstration of his superiority to the Roman gods. 

So, Jesus can command nature and Jesus is more powerful than the gods of the Roman Empire. Having commanded the wind and the sea to calm, Jesus turned to the disciples and says, “Why are you afraid, Have you still no faith?” 

1. Faith means believing that Jesus is LORD even when we encounter things bigger than us.

Among the disciples were experienced fishermen who were frightened of the sea and the wind. They were afraid for their lives and Jesus called them on it. In essence, he was asking them, “Who do you think I am?” He would later phrase it, “Who do you say I am?” This is God – incarnate, in the flesh, Emmanuel, God with us. Considering the disciples’ fear at this point, it is important to recognize after the resurrection, each of the disciples willingly laid down their lives in service to Jesus – that’s quite a change.


How about you? If you put yourself in their shoes, how would you have responded? Storms are like that. There is something awesome and frightening about thunderstorms. I look back nostalgically on thunderstorms at home outside of Philadelphia when we were growing up. But when I think a little more, I also can remember the shock and sense of fear that rose up when the flash and loud clap of thunder came right on top of each other. Later, I can remember the fear that rose up when tornado sirens blew in Indianapolis and how out of control that felt. Here, in Southern California, we have earthquakes, wind and wildfires.
For you, today, where do you find peace when you encounter something bigger than yourself? If we do not limit storms to natural phenomena, we have the economy. We have the changing community. We have the exponential increase in information and technology. It can all feel like a massive storm. Storms are a very practical and real part of your life: whether it is natural disaster like the fires, or personal relationships like the death or loss of a loved one; divorce, pressure to succeed, financial difficulties and uncertainties, whatever storms you encounter: where do you find comfort? Where is your faith?
Where is peace? Peace means holding fast to Jesus even when we encounter things bigger than us. It means setting our eyes on Jesus and remembering his promises – and trusting him even when things are hard. We can wonder why God allows tragedies, losses, and massive change, and that will be a mystery until we know face to face. However, it does not change the fact that Jesus is bigger than the storm. Jesus rebuked the storm “Peace, be still,” and the wind and the sea obeyed.

True peace is not a simplistic denial that there are struggles and storms. Saying the name Jesus is not a magic talisman to make everything okay. Faith means placing our eternal trust – our hope for the thing we want most – in Jesus, rather than in any other source. We cannot control the weather. We cannot control each other. We cannot control the worldwide economy. We cannot control many, many things – yet, this is where faith can come in. If I am not able to provide for myself, whom can I trust? We can trust Jesus, whom even the sea and the wind obey.

Further, if we take the illustration one step farther beyond natural disasters or external circumstances, consider the storm of the consequences of sin. We are sinners. You and I, sitting here, if we are honest with ourselves and with each other, know that we have done things that are wrong. We have given into temptation – in fact, in many cases we have sought out temptation – and done things we would rather not admit. Yet, deep down in our souls, deep-deep down where we would care not to look, we know that there is going to be a reckoning, an accounting, for all of those things. If we start going down that road, we see the storm clouds rising and we start cringing. We get start getting scared. The closer we get to dealing with those things, the more we realize how completely inadequate we are. We are like Jonah, who knows that the sea is tossing because he is seeking to run away from God.
There is no peace in hiding. There was no peace for Adam and Eve trying to hide from God in the cool of the garden. There was no peace for Jonah who tried to run away. There is no peace in sitting on the sidelines, doing nothing and hoping that God will not notice us. Even though it is one of my own personal favorite tactics, I am willing to concede, it never works. Never.

Peace is never achieved by avoiding conflict; particularly conflict we have created by our own choices, our own selfishness, or our own actions. Standing still, pretending that things are ok does no one any good. If we are the cause of conflict, it is disrespectful to the person we have hurt. It says that their hurts are not important enough to be recognized, even when we caused that hurt. If we are the person aggrieved, acting like everything is fine is not strength, it actually is weakness. It means we are not strong enough to be vulnerable and admit our woundedness. It does not lead to resolution; rather, it simply perpetuates the problem and often serves as the seed of greater division.
Peace is achieved by following Jesus. We can confess our sins to others if we know the one who has born the cost of our sins for us. We can admit our woundedness to others if we know the one who was broken for us. The truth is we are not strong enough to achieve peace on our own, but we know the one who is the Prince of Peace – the one through whom we can know peace.

Remember, Jesus beckoned and called us, “Come, follow me.” It is a command to take action, to be engaged, to a relationship. Jesus is the way of peace. He is not stationary, he is not rooted in one spot. Following Jesus guides us in the way of peace. Standing still, we do not have peace. Going our own way, we do not have peace. It is only following the “tender mercy of our God,” that is, Jesus, that we have peace. It is the righteousness reckoned to us by faith that grants us this mercy. Righteousness
…will be reckoned to us who believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead, who was handed over to death for our trespasses and was raised for our justification. Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have obtained access to this grace in which we stand. (Romans 4:23-5:2)

2. Communion

Having peace with God in Christ is good news. It is astounding, really. When we consider the power of the sovereign LORD incarnate in Jesus Christ, how remarkable it is that this one would willingly submit to human judgment and die for our sins. He did not come to condemn but to save us. This is really the hallmark of the faith of our faith. It is what we celebrate in communion. When we come to this table, it is with an Advent mentality: we remember what God has already accomplished in Christ while simultaneously looking forward expectantly anticipating God to be faithful to keep the promises he has made for the coming of the kingdom of heaven, ruled by the Prince of Peace. We remember God’s faithfulness to the promises he makes: and no matter how bad or how different things seem right now, God will make his peace a reality through Jesus Christ. He will command it, and it will happen. 
Jesus – as we know but the disciples on that boat did not yet know – would step up and willing take the penalty of their sin for them. Who is this, that the wind and sea obey him; who is this, who confidently slept while others panicked? Who is this, who is worthy of our trust, who is able to do what only God can do? This is the same one who willingly gave his life for us that our sin might die with him, and rose again showing victory over death that we might have life with him.

We began this morning by asking, who is this Prince of Peace? The one with power. Authority. Command. He is powerful enough to say to the wind and the sea, “Peace, be still” and they obey. Why are you afraid? Have you still no faith? Friends, if you have never committed your life to Jesus, I invite you to do so this morning. I invite you to come forward and pray with one of our Gardener ministers and pray that sinners’ prayer, “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” Receive his saving grace. Receive his peace. Make him lord of your life. 

If you have faith, if you have that peace that passes all understanding knowing that your sins are forgiven, take this time to prepare your heart to come to the table that Jesus has set. Rejoice in the joy of the fellowship of the Holy Spirit as you are surrounded and share as children of God in the blessings of being a part of the kingdom of God. Come to this table to celebrate the one who is able to say to the things that frighten us, to the things that hold us in bondage, to the things that are bigger than we are, “Peace, be still.”

For a child has been born for us, 



a son given to us; 


authority rests upon his shoulders; 



and he is named 


Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, 



Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 


His authority shall grow continually, 



and there shall be endless peace 


for the throne of David and his kingdom. 



He will establish and uphold it 


with justice and with righteousness 



from this time onward and forevermore. 


The zeal of the LORD of hosts will do this.
Amen. 

8:30 Prayer and Invitation

10:00 Hymn #5 Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence
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