
Christmas Eve December 24th, 2020 

 

Luke 2:8-14 

And On Earth Peace 

 

I heard the bells on Christmas Day,  
their old familiar carols play, 

And wild and sweet, the words repeat  

Of peace on earth, goodwill toward men 
 

Have you ever heard that poem before?  It’s a popular poem by Henry Wadsworth 

Longfellow.  But what’s interesting are the circumstances behind the times in 

which he wrote it.  You see, this man who wrote about peace on earth, goodwill to 

men, was living at a time where there was no personal peace for him at all.  

Longfellow lost his wife to a freak accident.  Sitting in their library a match or lit 

piece of paper fell on her dress and it proved fatal.  He never got over that incident.  

And who could blame him?  The year he wrote these words, 1864, was at a time 

when the whole nation was caught up in the national tragedy we know as the Civil 

War…brother fighting against brother.  And the day he wrote it, Christmas Day 

1864, was the very day he received the news that his Son, who was a soldier in the 

war, had been horribly wounded.  And this man sits down and amidst a nation at 

war, having lost his wife, his Son horribly wounded, and he writes I heard the bells 
on Christmas Day…of peace on earth, goodwill toward men. 

 
And part of you wants to ask, really? 

 

You know the trouble is that when you hear those words “peace on earth”, there are 

times and circumstances in our life when those words ring hollow…because peace 

can be an elusive thing.  Just look at what happening around the world.  January 

will bring us the 20th year of the war on terror.  For some of our young people that’s 

all you’ve ever known…America at war.  With the pandemic though I’ve noticed 

armed conflict hasn’t been at the forefront of the news.  We haven’t heard much of 

threats from dictators the past 9 months.  But we’ve still seen plenty of conflict.  A 

nation divided on so many issues with open hostility toward one another.  But we 

don’t have to watch cell phone videos of strangers attacking one another to find 

these problems.  We also recognize that peace is elusive in the intimacy of our own 

homes.  Husbands and wives hurt instead of help…tear down instead of 

support…leave instead of love.  Children don’t obey.  These past 9 months being 

forced to remain in the confines of those homes have often exacerbated the 

problems.  Just look at the statistics. 
 

You look at the world out there or in our homes and peace is not the word we’d 

choose to describe them.  Discord…friction…tension…strife…those might be 

better words.  We’re living in the discomfort of it all.  It comes from those things 

we’ve done that we just can’t undo.  It comes from broken relationships and broken 



promises.  It comes from just looking in the mirror and thinking, they have no 
idea…all those nice things they say about…they have no idea.  Because you look 

and you just see all the problems.  It comes from the things you DIDN’T choose 

but they happened to you or near you.  A death, a sickness, an abuse.  And the fact 

that you didn’t cause it doesn’t make living with it any easy.   

 

So how do you find peace in midst of all that?  Do you ever think the answer is just 

to act like you have it.  If you say it enough and tell enough people that you’ve got 

it all together, that’ll at least get you through another day.   

 

Kind of reminds me of the British Prime Minister right before WWII who declared 

“peace for our times” after his peace treaty with Hitler.  They were at war less than 

a year later.  Saying it didn’t make it so.  

 

But you won’t find peace that way.  You can’t just say to make it so.   

 

The poet Longfellow understood that.  As he sat alone in an empty house on 

Christmas Day touched by so much tragedy.  He knew that no matter how many 

times those Christmas bells would replay that angelic announcement of peace on 

earth, it doesn’t change the fact that we’re living in a broken world.  So that man so 

touched by tragedy, wrote a second verse that sounds very different. 

 

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, goodwill to men. 

 
You know, one look around us, or beside us, or within us, don’t you have to agree 

with the poet here?  How could angels proclaim peace in a world like that.  We 

heard those words from Luke 2, the angels in the Judean night sky declare peace on 

earth so filled with strife, conflict, and discord.  Well because the angels knew the 

one secret to having peace…and it’s not what most would expect.  

 

You see, what most people expect is that I’d say, get to know Jesus, join the church 

and viola, things will start to change and you’ll have peace.   

 

But I’m guessing that rings just as hollow as Longfellow’s poem in the face of the 

realities around us.  Because no matter where you are in life, you probably see the 

problem there.  Maybe you haven’t been to or watched a church service in a long 

time and if that’s the answer I give you, then you’re left with the same old problem.  
You know too many Christians.  You know too many Christians and have seen the 

details of their lives.  You’ve seen their hypocrisy.  And you know all about your 

own problems but seriously wonder if they’re honest about their own.  Or maybe 

this is another in a long line of Christmas services you’ve been to or watched and 

have a different but similar problems.  You’ve been in the church you’re whole life 



and things haven’t changed all that much.  And you’re pretty sure if everyone could 

see what’s on the inside, they’d call you a fraud.   

 

You see, if that’s what we expect from the words “and on earth peace”…that my 

life if going to change…come to church, I’ll become a better person and then I’ll 

have peace.  Well, prepare for disappointment.  Because you got it all wrong.   

 

Because God’s peace is not one of self-improvement.  The peace the angels 

proclaimed was not a peace for life on earth.  It was a peace that comes from God’s 

rescue plan…a peace for every inhabitant of earth given in the face of worldly strife 

and discord.   

 

God made that plan because he loved you.  He was going to win peace on our 

behalf by destroying every one of our enemies.  And because God was joining the 

battle, the victory was as good as won.  That’s why the angels were singing.  That’s 

why they were talking about peace on earth.  Because what this child meant is that 

God had entered our human race to join the battle for humanity.  God had put his 

peace plan into motion.  And those angels sang because they knew how this battle 

would end.  They promised peace because they knew the secret was found in that 

child.  Today in the town of David, a Savior has been born for you.  He is 

Christ, the Lord. 

 

You see their point?  If you go through the Christmas season and look at pictures of 

Mary and Joseph and the baby Jesus and finding cute and precious, might I humbly 

remind you that you’re missing the point.  This child came to enter into a battle for 

humanity.  And the only way that battle could be won is if God fought it in our 

place.  And so that’s exactly what happened that night when the Word became 

flesh and made his dwelling among us.   

 

Because, you see, peace would only come at a price.  And as we ought to know by 

now after centuries of human conflict…a lesson each generation has to learn 

anew…peace never comes cheap.  Just ask those who have served next men and 

women who had to pay the ultimate price for it.  Just ask families whose fathers 

and mothers, sons and daughters paid that price.   

 

Peace in our national security sometimes comes at the cost of the lives of our men 

and women.  And hopefully we always understand what a steap price that is to pay.   

 

But you know, what these angels were singing about is something far beyond peace 

among nations or the national security of the United States.  These angels were 
talking about a peace that would be established between sinful humans and a holy 

God.  They were talking about peace that would happen when God would take 

every one of the sins I’ve committed…and every bit of the guilt you and I have 

stacked up…and solve that problem once and for all.  They were talking about a 



peace that would come about when our enemies (sin, the devil, death itself) would 

be destroyed.  That kind of peace comes at a steep price. 

 

The price for that kind of peace would be the life of God’s own Son.  And the most 

amazing part about that is God himself was willing to step up and pay that price.  

Today in the town of David a Savior has been born for you.  With those words, 

God laid out his plan to bring peace.  God would descend into our darkened, 

discorded world, live among us…more than that…live FOR us and die our death.  

He came to save us from our sins…from ourselves.  Christmas was the beginning 

of a direct path to Good Friday…from wooden manger to wooden cross…where 

that Savior would shed his blood to pay for our every sin. 

 

So when we find ourselves struggling to hold our life together…thinking we can 

say everything is alright and make it so…when we think the answer is to get doing 

more and being better…Jesus comes and says, “let me.”  I’ll do it.  I’ll fix your 

relationship with my Father.  I’ll make you my child and I’ll make you new again.  

Not by coaching you to better living but by living a holy life in your place and 

dying for sins so that you might live forever.   

 

The Christmas gospel says put your guilt, your fear, your doubt behind you.  Stop 

holding your head in shame.  You can stand before me because I came and I made 

it so.  In this child, God gives you the peace of knowing your sins are forgiven and 

forgotten.  He gives you the peace of knowing nothing in this world can take away 

the home he has prepared for you.  And he even gives you the peace of being able 

to live in the strife and discord of this world because he promises that no matter 

how bad it seems, on one great day he’ll make everything right. 

 

That’s what the angels were singing about that first Christmas night.  God had 

come to do what we could not.  And it gave glory to God in the highest and on 

earth peace for you and me.   

 

That was the ringing Longfellow heard when he wrote the final stanza of his poem  

 

Then peal 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, goodwill toward men. 
 

Merry Christmas!  Amen.  


