Pastor Jeff Williams: December 21, 2008

Ending the Cold War, Part VI: “Peace With God.”

Let’s open our Bibles up to Luke’s Gospel, the first chapter-the Christmas story. [This is] one of the important events of the Christmas story. We’re ending our series this morning on “The Cold War.” We’ve been talking about the importance of reconciliation, peace, forgiving one another, peace between man and our fellow men. This morning, we’re going to talk about the highest form of peace that there is. 
Have you ever had something happen that was not what you were expecting, but once you experienced it, it was better than what you had hoped for. It was better for you, more beneficial for you than what you were expecting and planning for. 
I know you Packer fans did. I remember years ago when your quarter back-who was a pretty good quarterback, I think Don Majkowski was his name-was hurt. Your second stringer from Atlanta-a guy named Brett Favre-came in the game. How many of you were disappointed when Majkowski got hurt and Brett Favre came in the game? Oh, you fibbers! You didn’t know who he was! I remember that! Nobody knew of him. They said, “Oh, don’t worry about it! One of the greatest quarterbacks of all times is going to come in and take his place. He’ll lead us to the Super Bowl! Relax!” You weren’t thinking of that! You were thinking, “This is bad news!” You got more than you were bargaining for. I’m a Bears fan, but I’ll call it the way it is. That’s just the way it is. You were blessed by that. 

Sometimes in life, we don’t get what we’re expecting. That’s true in the realm of spiritual matters as well. God sometimes does not give us what we’re hoping for or expecting, but He gives us what we need. He gives us what’s beneficial for us. That’s what we’re going to see this morning in our story.
What’s happening here in the Christmas story is there has been an announcement made by the Angel, Gabriel. Before he came to Mary, he came first to a man by the name of Zachariah. Zachariah was told by the Angel, Gabriel, as he was doing his duties in the temple, that his wife Elizabeth-though they were both old in age-they were going to conceive a male child. They would name him John, and he would be the one who would herald the coming of the Messiah, the King. Zechariah didn’t understand how this was possible. He doubted the word of the Angel Gabriel. Gabriel said, “I stand before the presence of God. I’ve been sent by God to give you this message. Because you’ve not believed, you will be unable to speak.” Zechariah lost his voice until such a time when his son was born, and he wrote on paper, “His name is John.” As soon as he did that, he was able to speak. The first words out of his mouth were praise-praise unto God. We’re going to read that in Verse 67 of Luke 1 (page 1014 of pew Bibles). As we read it, I want you to notice the expectation that he has, the expectation of what this child, this King, will do. “His father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied:

‘Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel, because He has come and has redeemed His people.’”

He speaks prophetically of what is in the future as though it had already happened.

“‘He has raised up a horn of salvation for us in the house of our servant David (as He said through His holy prophets of long ago), salvation from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us-to show mercy to our fathers and to remember His holy covenant, the oath He swore to our father Abraham: to rescue us from the hand of our enemies and enable us to serve Him without fear in holiness and righteousness before Him all our days.’”

He reiterated that same thing twice. Did you catch it? “To live in freedom from fear of our enemies.”
His expectation was when this little child grew up, he will be a military, political leader who will lead a conquest to defeat Rome, who was their occupying country. They had a freedom, but that freedom was determined by Rome. If they got out of line-if there was a disturbance, that freedom was fragile and could be removed from them. They were not a sovereign, independent nation. They were under the dictate and rule of Rome. When the Messiah comes, He is going to reestablish us. He’s going to set up a throne in David, and He’s going to rule a kingdom from there. That was the expectation of Zechariah. He will bring peace, but that peace will come at the conquest of the enemies of Israel. We all know that’s not the peace that God was coming to bring. 
He turns to his son, John, “‘And you, my child, you will be called a prophet of the Most High; for you will go on before the Lord to prepare the way for Him, to give His people the knowledge of salvation through the forgiveness of their sins, because of the tender mercy of our God.’”

Notice, why will our sins be forgiven? Because we’re great, wonderful, good and righteous? No. Because God is merciful. 

“‘To shine on those living in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the path of peace.’” 

He will bring us into peace. The peace he was looking for was physical peace. That didn’t come, did it? Is the peace that Jesus was going to bring a peace that would end conflict in the world? Is it a peace that would end trouble between man and man or nation and nation or race and race? If that was the peace that Jesus came to bring, then He failed in His mission at this event because all we have to do is turn on our television and open up the paper. We know that the world is not a peaceful place. We know that conflict, tension and evil are still very much a part of our existence and our world. The peace that Jesus came to bring was the highest form of peace. It was a peace between God and man. [It is] the highest form of peace because it is an eternal peace, because it is a spiritual peace. How would Jesus accomplish this?
As He comes is He going to flex His spiritual muscles or his Godly muscles and just impress us with His strength? Is He going to overpower us and intimidate us into submission-because God could do that? That’s an effective tool you know. 
I am now 48 years old. I play basketball against guys that are half my age. The sons of the men I used to play against I now play against. I’m older than they are, slower than they are. I don’t jump as high as they do, but I’m stronger than they are. That’s the one thing I have going for me. Anytime an old man can show up a young person, that’s a good thing to do. A couple of these guys-big guys-are 6’3”; one is 6’7”; they’re well-built guys. They’re in the weight room, and I saw them on the bench press. A couple of these guys get really feisty on the court. I like them, but one guy in particular gets a little feisty and his temper has gotten the best of him a couple times. A couple times when I was guarding him, he got a little jumpy. I looked at him and I thought, “They’re on my turf now. Now we can have some fun.” So they were doing the bench press, and they were [saying], “Ahhh, one. Ahhh, two.” They were grunting, and I said, “Hey, can I jump in here?”
They said, “Sure. Are you sure you can lift this?” 

I’ve been doing that for years. They said, “You need a spot?”
I said, “No, I’m fine.” I lifted it off, and I did ten. I had plenty of room left over, and I racked the bar without warming up.

They were like, “Whoa!” One guy goes, “I will never mess with you again. I swear I will never, ever…” He was serious. He said, “I will never, ever mess with you.” He kept saying that for the next half hour. He said, “I will never… Did you hear me? I will never mess with you again.” 

So is God going to come down and just show us how strong He is and cause us to go, “Oh, man, Lord, You’re strong, so I’m going to submit to you.” He could have, but that’s not what He chose to do. Is He going to come down and kind of call a truce? Is it a ceasefire?  Is He going to come down and say, “Well, listen, time out? Let’s cease hostilities for just a period of time. While I’m here, there’ll be peace. After I’m gone, trouble will happen again.” 

It’s kind of like the woman who found out that her husband was going to write her out of his will. He wrote her out of the will, and she was so angry with him that when he died, she put on his tombstone, “Rest in peace…until I arrive.” I’ll deal with you.
Is this going to be a temporary peace? Not at all. The peace that He’s going to bring is an eternal peace. 
Or maybe Jesus will come, and He’ll compromise with us. Maybe when He grows up, He’ll negotiate. He’ll say, “You know, I know the bar has been raised too high. What I’m here to do is kind of lower the bar.” God is going to kind of look the other way at some sins now. “We’re just going to kind of meet in the middle.  You do your best, and We’ll lower Our standards. We’ll just kind of meet in the middle somewhere. What do you think? We’ll just kind of negotiate on this salvation thing.” Well, God can’t do that. God is righteous and holy. His holiness demands judgment, purity. So how will God, who is holy, still exercise justice at the same time He exhibits His love? He will establish peace by removing the very thing that has caused hostility, by removing the very thing that has stood between us and God-removing the barrier which is sin.
In the Book of Colossians 1 (page 1165 of pew Bibles), the Apostle Paul writes about that. We’re going to see the story of the Gospel from the Creation of the world to the manger to the cross. In Colossians 1:15, the Apostle Paul writes these words: “He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For by Him all things were created; things in Heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by Him and for Him.”

He didn’t simply come into existence in Bethlehem in a manager. He is God. He is God, the Son. He created the world. 

For, “He is before all things, and in Him all things hold together. And He is the head of the body, the church; He is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything He might have the supremacy.”

So we see Jesus before the incarnation. We see Jesus in Heaven. We see Jesus in eternity. We see Jesus as Creator, and then Paul takes us to the incarnation. He takes us to Bethlehem; he takes us to Christmas. He says, “For God was pleased to have all His fullness dwell in Him…”

We’re mindful as we think about the child in the manger-that it’s not just a child who’s simply blessed by God but gifted by God or God is present by him in a strong way, no. All of the fullness of God dwelled in that little child. All the fullness of the deity was wrapped in Him. Then he talks about the cross, and he says, “…and through Him to reconcile Himself all things, whether things on earth or things in Heaven, by making peace through His blood, shed on the cross.” Shed on the cross… Once you were alienated from God, you were enemies in your minds because of your evil behaviors; 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. 

How can we be free from accusation because we all know that we continue to sin; we continue to struggle because though we are free from the penalty of sin, presence of sin is still very much in our world. We are righteous because we have been declared righteous by faith as an act of grace. Jesus received our sin and imparted to us His righteousness. In the incarnation was the continuation of a divine conspiracy-conspiracy for harmony and for good because it says that He is the lamb slain before the foundation of the world. God knew man would fall; and even before man was created, a plan was made for man to be redeemed. The next step in that redemption would be for God to take on flesh, and He would live a life that would be a perfect life offered as a sin sacrifice for us on the cross. That is the message of the Gospel-that He Himself is our peace. 
Paul says in Ephesians 2:14 (page 1157 of pew Bibles) that He, Jesus, is our peace. He didn’t just come to bring peace; He was peace and is peace. 

There was a story told on the mission field, a true story, of a man by the name of Don Richardson. He and his wife Carol left the comforts of home. They received their education-he in linguistics training and Carol in medicine. God sent them to reach an unreached people group in Indonesia. They lived in the west part of Indonesia in the jungle. They were a remote tribe-an unreached people group called the Sawi. The Sawi were cannibalistic headhunters. You have to know that God is calling you if you’re going to go and try to reach cannibalistic headhunters, right? 
“God, I’ll go anywhere You want me to go. You tell me where to go,” and then God says, “Fine, I’m sending you to cannibalistic headhunters.”

You might say, “Well, is there any place else? Could that be like Option Z maybe? Are there other choices that You have for me?” They took their 7-month old child, and they embarked to this little island in Indonesia. There they met the Sawi people. They knew they were different. They’d never seen any people like this before, but they brought with them tools, and they brought with them medicine. This medicine was like magic. It treated their illnesses and sicknesses and made them better. 
So they didn’t understand who they were; they didn’t understand why they were there, why they were so interested in their customs, their culture and their language; but the tools and the medicine, they liked having them around. 

Now what’s really interesting about this people group is they valued among all things… We might say, “Well, we value faith, we value truth or we value love.” Sawi valued treachery above all things. Murder was a common place, but not just murder-murder with a twist. If you really wanted to be esteemed in the Sawi culture, then what you would do was get somebody to think they were your friend, gain their trust and then kill them-betray them and kill them. As crazy as that sounds to us, that was their culture; so that’s how they esteemed one another. 
[It’s] like when you have a pig that’s a family pet. You fatten the pig; you have it at your table. The pig thinks he’s one of the family, one of the gang. Then one day you rise up, slaughter the pig and eat him. That’s what you’d do. You’d make your enemy your friend, kill them and eat them. Finally the day came after many years of study and preparation. Don Richardson translated enough of the Gospel into Sawi that he began to convey the story of the Gospel. He told them about Jesus, and he told them about the Twelve. He told them how Jesus was betrayed by Judas and how then Jesus was crucified. As the Sawi listened to the story, the hero of the story to them was Judas. They clapped at Judas; he was their hero. He pulled it off. He’d gotten Jesus to trust him and then betrayed Him and had Him killed. Jesus was the dupe; He was the one you laughed at in the story, and Richardson thought, “How in the world can I reach this people when they think Jesus is someone to be laughed at and Judas is one to be admired?” In fact, he was so discouraged that he decided he would quit. For whatever reason-maybe he’d miss God, maybe he wasn’t the man for the job-but he was unable to communicate. How in the world could he reach a people whose thinking was so perverse, so different from ours? He informed the warring tribes that he and his wife would be leaving, and of course if they left, the medicine would go too. They didn’t want that, so they decided that they were going to call a truce. There were three warring Sawi tribes, and they called a truce. Skeptical of the truce, Richardson said, “How in the world can I trust people who make friends and then kill them?” He could trust them because they had what was called the “Peace Child.” What would happen was if tribes wanted to call peace, then the leaders of the tribe would take their son and offer him to the leader of the other tribe as a “Peace Child.” All the cultures valued the life of the “Peace Child.” No one could take the life of the Peace Child. As long as the Peace Child was alive, there was peace. As soon as he saw that, he realized he had an inroad. He shared with the Sawi people that Jesus Christ was the Peace Child, that mankind had rebelled against God. We had sinned against God-that we are making ourselves to be God’s enemy by breaking His law-and that God has offered us peace.  God wants to have a relationship with us and in order to demonstrate His love and His sincerity, He has given us; His Son and His Son lives for all eternity. The peace that God offers is for eternity. Salvation came to that little village. If you looked that little village-the Sawi village-up on your computer, you’d see the major religion there is Christianity. The church is alive and well. 

In the 70s, Don left that region, and he is now a missionary at large for a team called World Team where Pastor Sean and Heather Christensen from our church are. So, again, [here’s] another famous missionary story with ties to our church. 
I just found this interesting too. I knew I was going to be talking about this missionary story in Indonesia, and I came to the service last night and went through my mailbox. I pulled out something and said, “What’s this?” I read it and it said, “Voice of the Martyrs has received a gift in honor of Reverend Jeff Williams.” Hey, that's me! Who’s it from? Oh, that’s nice. It says, “The donor has requested that the gift be used for Village Outreach to Indonesia.” They had no way of knowing I was going to talk on this story, and that’s what I found last night as I was here. It was just kind of God giving a “see, there,” God giving us a nod and saying, “That’s the message I want to share. I want people to know that I’ve offered them peace.”

I’m going to ask if you’d bow your head in prayer. We still have some more things to take care of before we go home, but I’d like us just to take some time and to pray.
Father, we’re grateful today for the child that brought peace, not a temporary peace. It was not a political peace. It was not a physical peace that would end hostilities between man and his fellow man of the races. There is coming a day when You will physically rule. The peace that You’d come to bring in Your first Advent was a lasting peace, the highest form of peace. It was a peace and reconciliation between us and You. You demonstrated Your sincerity; You demonstrated Your commitment by offering us Your Son. Remove the barrier of sin, so we can come right into Your presence through His name. 

Father, my prayer this morning is for those who might be here who’ve not yet received that gift. As I’m praying, if you’re here today and you’ve never trusted in Christ as your Lord and Savior, I invite you to pray this prayer with me. 

In your heart, pray, “Heavenly Father, I come to You in Jesus’ name today. I confess to You that my heart has not been where it should be. I confess to You that I’ve wondered and that I’ve done things that I know are not pleasing to You. This morning, I come and ask for Your forgiveness. I confess to You my sins. I ask that the blood of Jesus Christ shed on the cross be applied to the sin in my life; that You would forgive me; that You would cleanse me; that Your Holy Spirit would reside within me; that You’d give me a new Heart. It’s my desire to live for You all the days of my life. I enter in to the peace that You have offered me through Christ, and I give You thanks for it. In Jesus’ name, Amen.
Father, we have the assurance that if we prayed that prayer, prayed it in faith, that our sins are forgiven, that Your Holy Spirit lives inside of us, and we have the promise of Heaven. It’s not an empty, shallow promise based upon myth or superstition, but there is an empty grave. There is a place where You are not because, Lord, You rose again from the dead and have offered life eternal for all those who would follow You. God, we’re grateful for Your redemption, for Your gift. We celebrate that gift this morning. We pray in Jesus’ name, Amen.
