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INTRO: Christmas comes with many gifts! Gifts under the Tree.... but even better gifts that God gives to us
through His Son and Our Savior, Jesus Christ.
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Specifically, on this second Sunday of Advent, we are thinking of the precious gift called peace.
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Jesus plainly and unreservedly promised peace when he said:
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“Peace | leave with you, my peace | give you. | do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be
troubled, and do not be afraid.” (John 14:27)
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He couldn't have stated it more clearly! What an offer! What a gift!

HELSGHHEAT T | Zo50HEE | 22 FE5HHLY) |

Peace is a central element of the Christmas story.
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But as we are aware of the real-world circumstances of Jesus's birth in the First Century, we can't help but
notice how easily that peace could have been stolen.
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We know by experience that peace in heart, soul, and mind can be precarious and fragile. It can so easily be
lost! We must protect it, build it up, and deepen it.
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Therefore, we could understand if two key characters to the Christmas story, Joseph and Mary, had lost their
peace.
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Like them, we sometimes face peace thieves: circumstances, situations, and even people which would steal
our peace.
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Joseph and Mary faced many “peace thieves”, such as:
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The peace thief called “change”.
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We often claim that we love change. But what we really mean is: “I love change as long as | can manage the
change. | love change as long as | have a say in it, as long as it doesn't surprise me. That kind of change I'm
good with.”
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But it is the change that hits us out of the blue, the change we're not expecting, which we can't control, that
can steal our peace.
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This could certainly be true for Mary and Joseph. Consider the unexpected changes they faced in a very short
period of time:
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Mary suddenly finds herself unexpectedly “expecting”: an unmarried, pregnant teenager. And she is
not expecting just any child, but the long-awaited Messiah, the Son of God.
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No doubt Mary and Joseph felt the pressure to get married by the expectations of society and the
circumstances of the time. Thus, it seems that they married before they truly were ready.
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Following this “hurried up” wedding, they were then forced to make an unplanned and ill-timed journey
to Bethlehem while Mary was heavily pregnant.
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When they finally arrived in Bethlehem, they found unanticipated and unglamorous accommaodation in
a barn or shed, sharing space with the animals.
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Then the holy stillness of the magical moment of Jesus's birth was shattered by unexpected guests:
Shocked, fascinated, and smelly shepherds invaded the nativity scene!
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Finally, when it seemed that things were just about to settle down, they had to make an unplanned and
urgent trip far from home into the unfamiliar landscape of Egypt.
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We read the familiar Christmas story under the impression that all the characters knew what was coming, but
in actual fact, it was an unexpected change for everyone.
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On top of all of this, the world in which they lived was dealing with great change as well. This would be

apparent through the taxes that they were forced to pay to a foreign occupier, the Romans.
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Yet, it seems during all of the change, Mary and Joseph maintained a deep peace. How could they do it?
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First, and most importantly, they trusted God in the midst of the uncertainty.
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Their trust was evident and proven through their immediate and unquestioning obedience.
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Mary's response to the astounding announcement by the Angel of her conception: “I am the Lord's servant.
May your word to me be fulfilled.” (Luke 1:38).
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Or consider the response of a groggy Joseph to the surprising news that he would soon wed an inexplicably
pregnant teenager. Matthew tells us: “When Joseph woke up, he did what the Angel of the Lord had
commanded him and took Mary home as his wife.” (Mt.1:24)
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We must understand that this kind of radical trust in times of change and uncertainty does not just happen.
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God chose Mary and Joseph for this awesome calling, because they walked close to Him and they knew Him
well.
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Stay near to God and you will have peace in seasons of unexpected and unmanageable change!
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Secondly, we note that Mary and Joseph made themselves useful in the time of change.
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We have noted that both Mary and Joseph willingly submitted to God's call, but more than that, instead of
wasting time railing against change or dreaming of the “good old days”, they asked themselves: “how can | be
used of God in the midst of this change?”
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When we see God's hand in the change, and experience His constant and reassuring presence, we can then
begin to think about how God might use us in new and meaningful ways, in our new reality.
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We note the “peace thief’ of difficult people.

AR AP -

The days surrounding the expectation and birth of Jesus was a high and holy time for Joseph and Mary. God,
through his angels, had met with them face to face!
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It may be safe to assume that they received at least some words of praise and encouragement from close
friends and family. But at the same time, it is likely that some looked down on this unmarried, pregnant
teenager with an unlikely story.
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And no doubt Joseph was judged for his radical choice to marry her!
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Then there was the cold-hearted innkeeper who refused lodging to a pregnant woman.
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But most tragically, there was King Herod, who put out a contract on the life of their child, forcing them to flee
to a distant and foreign land.
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Yes, Mary and Joseph knew all about difficult people.
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But again, somehow, it seems they maintained their faith and their peace. How?
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Do you have difficult people in your life? How can we prevent difficult people from stealing our peace?
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Mary and Joseph's response was instinctual. They ignored the naysayers and stayed faithful to God's call
upon their lives.
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When difficult people try to steal your peace, stay focused on God’s will for your life!
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The third “peace thief” is need.
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Mary and Joseph have become so “mythologized” and we have exalted them so highly, sometimes we forget
that though they were certainly special people and people of extraordinary faith, they were still only human,
and as humans they certainly knew what it was to be in need.
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We don't know much about their economic situation, but the Christmas story offers a hint.
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We're told that after the long and arduous journey to Bethlehem they “wrapped [Jesus] in cloths and placed
him in a manger, because there was no guest room available for them.” (Luke 2:7).
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It seems that they had limited economic pull. No doubt there were rooms available, but they simply didn't



have the money to pay the inflated prices.
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They needed a soft bed, and a warm and private place, but that need went unmet.
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Again and again Mary and Joseph had proven their faithfulness to God. They were willing to be what He
wanted them to be, and to go where He wanted them to go.
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| wonder, now, have they begun to doubt God's faithful provision and care?
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As far as they were concerned, they had done everything right, everything that was asked of them, yet things
were not working out as they had imagined or planned.
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Can you relate? Have you ever been there? Have you ever felt that you're doing everything right as far as you
can tell, but things just aren't coming together for you as you had hoped or imagined?
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Yet, facing these unexpected developments it seemed that Mary and Joseph still retained peace in their heart
and in their mind.
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With the value of an historical record, we can see what they could not see at the time: that Jesus’ birth in a
stable was all part of God's perfect plan.
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The shepherds were given very specific instructions by the Angels: “This will be a sign to you: You will find a
baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” (Lk.2:12)
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Thus, they could easily identify him from all the other baby boys born in the crowded city that night, and they
knew exactly where to look for him.
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But apart from the practical considerations, Jesus’ birth in a stable is a powerful statement of His character
and purpose.
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So, why was the Savior and King born in a place where animals were kept? And why was He then laid in the
animals’ food trough?
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Surely, God’s Son deserved a high-profile birth in the most elegant of surroundings. But, instead, God’s own
Son made His appearance on earth in the lowliest of circumstances. This humble birth conveys an amazing
message to all: the transcendent God condescended to come to us.
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Instead of coming to earth as a pampered, privileged ruler, Jesus was born in meekness, as one of us.
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He is approachable, accessible, available—no palace gates bar the way to Him; no ring of guards prevents
our approach. The King of Kings came humbly, and His first bed was a manger.
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Like Mary and Joseph, we can't see the end of the story, but God can, and He always has our best interests
at heart.
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Remind us, dear Lord, that you love us just as you loved Mary and Joseph; that you have a plan for each one
of us, and just as you were faithful to Mary and Joseph you will be faithful to us.
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Help us to trust you as the Good and All-wise God. Help us, like Mary and Joseph, to surrender to your will
that we might know the wonder of your peace!
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Peace is a feeling, and peace is an attitude, but above all, peace is something that must be won, and Jesus
did that for us on the cross. Paul writes:
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“Therefore since we have been justified through faith we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ”
(Rom.5:1).
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Today, at the Communion Table, we commemorate and celebrate that peace won for us at an unimaginable
price!
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May we know this peace this Advent Season and every day, no matter what we are facing!
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