Advent: I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day
(Peace candle)

Big Idea: Jesus is the Peacemaker
Purpose: We are called to be peacemakers.
Passage: Isaiah 9:5-7

Verse: Matthew 5:9

Opening
War has shaped our world

-We just passed the 20-year anniversary of 9/11. It’s staggering—that horrible day
happened 20 years ago. In some ways, it seems like yesterday. Anyone older than 30
remembers exactly where they were when they received word of the planes hitting the
Twin Towers. I was standing in my living room eating cereal and drinking coffee. I had just
gotten done leading a bible study for some college students. My wife was on campus
taking classes. I was watching Sportscenter when they interrupted the programming.
I immediately switched over to CNN and watched the
images in horror. I called my wife to make sure she was
o.k. I called my parents to make sure they were o.k. In
one moment, everything changed.
How did 9/11 change us? I am neither a historian nor a
sociologist so I will leave it to the experts to answer
that question. Loads of books have been written on
the subject. Many more books will be written. But it is a
certainty that 9/11 forever changed our country, just
like the Civil War changed our country and the First
and Second World War changed our country; just like the Vietnam and Korean wars
changed our country. Just like the present war in Afghanistan, which is now our longest
war, has changing our country.
-War is one of the primary forces that has shaped human history.
That is the premise of a new book by Oxford historian Margaret
McMillan called War: How Conflict Shaped Us. McMillan writes,
If we fail to grasp how deeply intertwined war and human
society are…we are missing an important dimension of the
human story. We cannot ignore war and its impact on the
development of human society if we hope to understand
our world and how we reached this point in history.”
(Margaret McMillan)
-War is ingrained in our culture and way of life. Shakespeare often
used war as the centerpiece of his plays about human nature.

Some of our greatest art has been inspired by war. War has been the catalyst for
countless books. One of my favorite sets of books, The Lord of Rings, was heavily shaped
by Tolkien’s experience in the First World War. Many of our favorite and award-winning
films are about war. There have been over 1,300 movies on the Second World War alone.
Our towns and cities are filled with streets and statues and squares named for people or
events connected to war. War and war terms have been woven in our vocabulary and war
principles shape modern business tactics and athletic endeavors.
I grew up playing with toy soldiers. My favorite board game was Risk. One of the most
popular video games in history is Call of Duty, which is a first-person shooter game based
on WW2. To date, the Call of Duty franchise has sold over 300 million copies.
-Most of us have not experienced war firsthand. Although war is waged all over our world,
very few of us in the West have been touched by these conflicts. For that reason, we can
tend to distance ourselves from it and even romanticize it. Let’s not make that mistake.
There is nothing romantic about war. It might be a good practice to find someone in your
life that was involved in an actual war—they were in combat—and thank them for their
sacrifice. Then ask them about their experience. Some of them may not want to talk about
it because it is was so traumatizing. If they are willing to share, here is what they will tell
you: war is a horrible experience.
-There is a terrible cost to war. There is the obvious cost in human life. Some estimate that
up to 1 billion people have died during combat throughout history. There is a cost to
civilians. Civilians are shot, bombed, raped, starved, and driven from their homes. There is
a cost to children. Millions of children are killed and displaced during warfare. Presently
there are 300,000 child soldiers in the world, some younger than 10. There is an actual
cost to war. Global military spending last year was almost two trillion dollars.
-War has shaped human history. We have been at war for 92% percent of human history.
War continues to shape human history. Since 1945, we have not had one year with no
wars in the world. The 20th century had more deaths from war than any century on record.
We live in a world shaped by war. That is not the way it is supposed to be. And thankfully,
it is not the way it will one day be.
Advent/series

-We are in the 2nd week of our Advent series, Carols of Christmas. Each week we are
highlighting a well-known and loved Christmas carol and exploring how that carol relates
to our Advent theme of the week.
Hopefully you are using the Advent kit we provided to help guide this special season. If
you didn’t get a kit you can access most of the content online. It is also easy to create
an Advent wreath. You basically just need 5 candles. Last week, we lit the Hope candle
and we discussed the carol Go Tell It on the Mountain. This week we light the Peace
candle and we will explore one of my favorite Christmas Carols, I Heard the Bells on
Christmas Day. Let’s read those lyrics.

-I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day

I heard the bells on Christmas Day,
Their old, familiar carols play,
And wild and sweet, the words repeat,
Of peace on earth, good-will to men!
-And thought how, as the day had come,
The belfries of all Christendom,
Had rolled along, the unbroken song,
Of peace on earth, good-will to men!
Till ringing, singing on its way,
The world revolved from night to day,
A voice, a chime, a chant sublime,
Of peace on earth, good-will to men!
-Then from each black, accursed mouth,
The cannon thundered in the South,
And with the sound, the carols drowned,
Of peace on earth, good-will to men!
-It was as if an earthquake rent,
The hearth-stones of a continent,
And made forlorn, the households born,
Of peace on earth, good-will to men!
-And in despair I bowed my head;
"There is no peace on earth," I said;
"For hate is strong, and mocks the song,
Of peace on earth, good-will to men!"
Then pealed the bells more loud and deep:
"God is not dead, nor doth He sleep!
The Wrong shall fail, The Right prevail,
With peace on earth, good-will to men.”

Song History

-What jumps out at you when you hear the lyrics for this song? What is unique is that for a
Christmas carol, it isn’t very Christmas-y. Is that a word? It is now. The most Christmas-y
thing about the song is the title, which is also the first line – I Heard the Bells on Christmas
Day. The line that is repeated after each verse— with peace on earth, good-will to men—is
also Christmas-y in that it connects the song to the angel’s announcement to the
shepherds in Luke 2. But as we read the verses, there is no mention of Bethlehem. There is
no mention of Mary, Joseph, the shepherds, or the manger. There is no mention of baby
Jesus. The author is referencing the Christmas story, but the author assumes we know the
Christmas story. Most of the verses are talking less about the Christmas story and more
about the brokenness of the world due to war. To be precise, it is talking more about how
the Christmas story illuminates a world broken by war. To understand this song and what
it might mean for our world, we need more context. What is the history of this song?
-The lyrics for the song come from a poem by
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. Henry was born in
1807. During his lifetime, he was America’s most
well-known and beloved poet.
Longfellow’s first wife died in childbirth. His
second wife was
named Francis
Appleton. He
called her Frannie.

-1861 was a difficult year for the Longfellow family. The first
shots of the Civil War were fired in April of that year. That
July, Fannie was trimming the curls of their 7 year old
daughter Edith. She decided to preserve the clippings in
sealing wax. Tragically, a few drops of the sealing wax fell
unnoticed on her dress. A gust of wind through an open
window ignited the hot wax and she was immediately
engulfed in flames. To protect the children, she ran into
Henry’s study where they frantically attempted to put out the fire. Henry used a rug and
then his own hands. They succeeded in putting out the fire, but Franny was badly burned.
She died from her injuries the next day. Henry was also badly burned on his hands and his
face. He was too ill from his injuries and grief to attend her funeral. He grew his trademark
beard to hide his scars.
Henry became severely depressed. At times, he thought he was going to be sent to the
asylum. The first Christmas after Franny’s death, Longfellow wrote, ‘how inexpressibly sad
are all holidays.’ (1861) The next Christmas he wrote, ‘I can make no record of these days.
Better leave them wrapped in silence. Perhaps someday God will give me peace.’ His

journal entry for that day read, ‘A merry Christmas, say the children, but that is no more
for me.’ (1862)
-1863 didn’t get any better for Henry and his family. In March of that year, his 18-year old
son, Charles, boarded a train, and without notice to his family, traveled 400 miles to join
President Lincoln’s Union army so that he could fight in the Civil War. Charles was the
oldest of six children.
When the Union commanders realized who Charley’s father was, they wrote to Henry
asking for his permission for Charlie to join the Union army. Henry reluctantly agreed.
Charlie immediately impressed his superiors and was promoted to the rank of an officer.
As battle ensued, the romance of war wore off for young Charley. In one letter home, he
described seeing a fellow soldier lose his leg and several other close calls: ‘They may talk
about the gaiety of a soldier’s life but it strikes me as pretty earnest work when shells are
ripping and tearing your men to pieces.’
In December 1863, Henry received a telegram that
Charlie had been severely wounded. He had been shot
through the left shoulder. He avoided being paralyzed
by an inch. Charlie had been carried to New Hope
Church (!) in Virginia and then transported to a hospital.
Henry rushed to be by Charlie’s side. Charlie would live,
but his recovery would be long and arduous.
-On Christmas day that year, Henry would write the
poem Christmas Bells which eventually became the
carol I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day. It was a poem
that speaks clearly of the horror and cost of war. And in
despair I bowed my head; “There is no peace on earth,” I
said; “For hate is strong, and mocks the song Of peace
on earth, good-will to men!" But it is also a poem that
speaks of the hope on Christmas day of the One who
brings peace to our war-torn world.
-Henry’s original poem had seven stanzas but in 1872, the English organist John Baptiste
Calkin removed two stanzas and put the remaining lyrics to a melody he had written. In
1956, Johnny Marks put it to a new arrangement and gave us the carol as we know it
today. Bing Crosby recorded the song in 1956. Marks’ version of the carol has been
recorded more than 60 times, with total sales exceeding 5 million copies.
-I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day is not the only Christmas Carol to address the horrors
of war. The carol we sang earlier, It Came Upon a Midnight Clear, was written in response
to sin and strife from the war with Mexico in 1848. Edmund Sears, who wrote that song,
like Longfellow, references the angel’s glorious song of old and points to the One
promised to bring peace as our only hope.
-I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day and It Came Upon a Midnight Clear are not very
Christmas-y. Or are they? At its heart, isn’t the Advent season about the proclamation of

peace on earth—even in the midst of the sin and strife of warfare? There’s nothing more
Christmas-y than that. Like our carol last week, both Longfellow and Sears are referencing
the prophet Isaiah. Isaiah wrote so much about the coming Messiah that his book is often
called the 5th gospel. As they waited expectantly for the one who would bring peace,
these authors were likely reflecting on one of Isaiah’s most famous promises.
Gary Walker, one of our new New Hopers from Mt. Scott will read it for us.
Public Reading

-Every warrior’s boot used in battle
and every garment rolled in blood
will be destined for burning,
will be fuel for the fire.
For to us a child is born,
to us a son is given,
and the government will be on his shoulders.
And he will be called
Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God,
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.
Of the greatness of his government and peace
there will be no end.
He will reign on David’s throne
and over his kingdom,
establishing and upholding it
with justice and righteousness
from that time on and for ever.
The zeal of the Lord Almighty
will accomplish this. (Isaiah 9:5-7)
The Prince of Peace

-Isaiah was a Hebrew prophet from the 8th century BC. These words were written some
700 years before the birth of Jesus. During this time period in history, the Assyrian Empire
was the strongest nation on the face of the earth. The Hebrew people heard news of the
approaching Assyrian army. They were scared at what was coming, and they were turning
to the wrong places to look for help.
-Even as Isaiah was prophesying about events that were playing out in real-time, he also
spent a lot of time prophesying about the coming of the Messiah, the King who would one
day come to inaugurate God’s Kingdom. This King would come from the line of David, but
would be greater than David ever was. The people were continually waiting and hoping
for the coming of the Messiah.

As the Assyrian army crouched at their door, Isaiah reminds them of the coming Messiah.
Isaiah paints a portrait of this Messiah. It was not what they expected. The Hebrew people
were a military people. They solved their problems much like we do—with power and
force and blood. They expected the Messiah to do the same.
Isaiah begins to give details about this Savior. They are on the edge of their seats,
listening with bated breath. Isaiah tells them that victory will one day come. But here
comes the surprise: The victory will not be given through war.
‘

Every warrior’s boot used in battle and every garment rolled in blood will be
destined for burning, will be fuel for the fire. (Isaiah 9:5)
Every tank, every fighter jet, every drone, every AK-47 will be rolled up in a heap and
burned. Isaiah’s listeners must have been thinking, ‘Then who will save us?’ Then Isaiah
give the big reveal—a baby will save you. A baby who will bring peace. That was not what
they expected. It is not what we expect.
-Isaiah gives us this stunning description of what the baby son will do. ‘The government
will be upon his shoulders.’ That’s kind of a weird phrase. It simply means the weight of the
world will be on his shoulders. This baby son, this long-awaited Messiah, will shoulder and
bear the weight of the world.
-Isaiah provides four descriptive phrases for this coming Messiah. He will be a Wonderful
Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, and Prince of Peace. This means more than
we think it means. When we think of peace, we think of the absence of conflict or war.
That is only part of the meaning of the Hebrew word here, shalom. It may be one of the
few Hebrew words most people know.
The word shalom means completeness or wholeness. It was used to describe a wall with
no missing bricks or a flock with no missing sheep. The word describes something with
lots of pieces that comes together in a state of completeness.
Our family is a big fan of LEGOs. We basically have an entire LEGO room. When we open
a new LEGO set, it is not shalom. It is the opposite of shalom. When we complete a LEGO
and finish that last page of the assembly book, it is the state of shalom.
My favorite definition of shalom is by theologian Cornelius Plantinga who defines it as ‘the
full flourishing of human life in all aspects, the way God intended them to be, the way
things ought to be.’ When the Bible talks about shalom in the context of relationships, it
refers to a state of well-being. When David visited his brothers on the battlefield he asked,
“Hashalom?”— Is all well? Shalom, or Biblical peace, is not just an absence of conflict or
war. Biblical peace is completeness, wholeness and flourishing. Biblical peace is when
all is well. Biblical peace is the way things ought to be.
-Isaiah reveals that the baby Son, the long-awaited Messiah, is the Prince of Shalom. His
rule will be marked by peace. He will take everything that is broken and lacking and
restore it to wholeness. He will restore things to the way they ought to be. Isaiah then
reveals that the baby Son’s ‘…reign of shalom will never end. And who will accomplish all
of this? The Lord Almighty!’

-Edmund Sears says it well in a verse from his original poem which became It Came Upon
a Midnight Clear:
-For lo!, the days are hastening on,
By prophet bards foretold,
When with the ever-circling years,
Comes round the age of gold,
When peace shall over all the earth,
Its ancient splendors fling,
And the whole world give back the song,
Which now the angels sing. (Edmund Sears)
-And what did the angels sing that first Christmas? They declared that “Today in the town
of David a Savior has been born to you; he is the Messiah, the Lord.” This is a clear
pronouncement that the baby Son that Isaiah promised had finally arrived. And then the
angels sing, “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace to those on whom his
favor rests.” Luke is telling us that Jesus is long-promised Prince of Peace. Luke is telling
us that Jesus is the peacemaker.
Jesus is the Peacemaker

-Peace is a central idea in Scripture. The Hebrew and Greek words for peace appear in the
Bible 550 times. The idea that Jesus is the peacemaker is also a foundational idea that we
see throughout Scripture. That culminates shortly before His death, with Jesus saying,
“Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world
gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid. (John 14:27)
When Jesus unexpectedly greets His followers after His resurrection, the first thing He
says is, “Peace be with you.”
-When the writers of the New Testament shared the good news about Jesus, their main
idea was peace. Paul tells the followers of Jesus at Colossae, Philippi, and Rome that
through the work of Jesus we are at peace with God.
-For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, and through him to
reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by
making peace through his blood, shed on the cross. (Colossians 1:19-20)
-But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought
near by the blood of Christ.14 For he himself is our peace, who has made the
two groups one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of
hostility… (Ephesians 2:13-14)
-Paul concludes that Jesus is our peacemaker. Jesus is the one who creates wholeness
and flourishing, who restores things to the way they ought to be, who makes all things

well. What does this mean for us? Our mission at New Hope is to follow Jesus and share
His love. If we are following Jesus, who is the peacemaker, we will also be peacemakers.
We are called to be peacemakers
Peacemaking as a key characteristic of Kingdom inhabitants

-Jesus was abundantly clear about this. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus gives us a list
of characteristics of people who inhabit his Kingdom. These characteristics are called
the Beatitudes. One of those Beatitudes is this: Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will
be called children of God. (Matt. 5:9) Blessed are the peacemakers. A key characteristic
of those of us who inhabit and build the Kingdom of God is that we will be
peacemakers. That defining quality lets people know we are children of God.
Are followers of Jesus known as peacemakers? You don’t have to answer that.
Are you known as a peacemaker? You don’t have to answer that either.

-One year when our girls were younger, I bought them a special puzzle. I was so excited
to do it with them. We opened the box and dumped out all the pieces. That was not
shalom. But we started to assemble the puzzle. We were seeking shalom and working
towards shalom. As we got close to the end, we realized in horror that we were missing
the last piece. I looked everywhere for that piece. It was the key to shalom.
Finally, I looked over to our Golden Retriever who had an embarrassed look on his face. I
just looked at him and said, “Drop it!” He sheepishly opened his mouth and out came the
missing piece. It was not in good shape. So that night, I worked feverishly, using my very
limited artistic ability to craft a replacement puzzle piece so we could complete the
puzzle. I was so proud of my work and even more satisfied when the puzzle got
completed. I was peace-making. That is the kind of work we are called to do as followers
of Jesus. Corrie and our girls still laugh at my handiwork when we do that puzzle.
-If we are truly following Jesus, we should be known as peacemakers. We should be
making shalom. We should be known as people who are seeking wholeness, healing
division, and restoring what has been broken and lost. We should be known as people
who seek the flourishing of all so that things are as they ought to be, so that all is well.
-One of the prominent symbols used by the earliest
followers of Jesus was a dove holding an olive
branch. It was their sign for peace. Here is an
example from the catacombs of Domitila in Rome.
We also find it on gravestones from these centuries.
They were known as peacemakers. Are we known
as peacemakers?

We are called to be peacemakers not peacekeepers.

-Before we conclude, I need to make an important distinction. We are called to be
peacemakers not peacekeepers. When we think of peacekeeping, we naturally think of UN

peacekeeping forces. UN peacekeeping forces enter war-torn lands to prevent mass
genocide. UN peacekeeping forces are not making peace—they are keeping peace. They
are trying to maintain whatever peace might exist. Peacekeepers establish dividing lines
they don’t heal dividing lines. Peacekeepers keep people who are fighting away from one
another. Peacekeepers don’t seek reconciliation, they seek order. Peacekeepers don’t want
to rock the boat, avoid conflict and want to keep everyone happy. Peacekeepers feel that
peace is simply the absence of conflict. True Peace is so much more.
-We are not called to be peacekeepers. We are called to be peacemakers. Peacemakers
enter warzones, literally and relationally, not just to maintain dividing lines but to tear
them down and bring together those who are divided. Peacemakers understand that
peace must first be disrupted for true peace to happen. Peacemakers are ruthlessly
committed to truth-telling. Peacemakers take initiative to create space for brave
conversation to occur. Peacemakers build environments where peace and flourishing can
happen for everyone. Peacemakers seek peace at the risk of their own discomfort.
Peacemakers understand and accept that peacemaking has costs. Peacemakers are sold
out to what the apostle Paul called the ministry and message of reconciliation.
-Author Ken Sande argues we are either peacebreakers, peacekeepers or peacemakers.
Which are you? What might it look like for you this week to not be a peacebreaker or
peacekeeper but to be a peacemaker?
Closing
Jesus is our peacemaker

-We live in a world shaped by war. We live in a world that is often the antithesis of peace.
In this world we can find comfort and hope because Jesus is our peacemaker. Jesus’ work
on the cross reconciles us to God. Because of Jesus, we are at peace with God. Jesus’
work also reconciles us with one another. We can be at peace with one another.
-As you light the Advent peace candle in your home today or tonight, consider what it
might look like for you to follow The Peacemaker by being a peacemaker. And remember
the last verse of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s magnificent song,
Then pealed the bells more loud and deep:
"God is not dead, nor doth He sleep;
The Wrong shall fail, The Right prevail,
With peace on earth, good-will to men!

