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Advent 1
This is what Isaiah son of Amoz saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem:  2In the last days 

the mountain of the Lord’s temple will be established as chief among the mountains; it will be raised above the hills, and all nations will stream to it.3 Many peoples will come and say, “Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob. He will teach us his ways, so that we may walk in his paths.”  The law will go out from Zion, the word of the Lord from Jerusalem.4He will judge between the nations and will settle disputes for many peoples. They will beat their swords into lowshares and their spears into pruning hooks.  Nation will not take up sword against nation, nor will they train for war anymore 5Come, O house of Jacob, let us walk in the light of the Lord. 
(Isaiah 2:1-5)
Who is Coming For Advent?


Who’s coming for the holidays?  Grandparents?  In-laws?  Siblings and their kids?  Or are you the one that’s “coming” this year – are you going to travel to grandma’s or to the in-laws’ to celebrate the holidays? Who’s coming for Christmas?  Or for New Year’s?  And who’s coming for Advent?  Now, in all probability, no one is coming for Advent.  Advent begins today – that’s why we lit the first candle in our advent wreath.  But we don’t go to Advent parties.  No one comes to your house “for Advent”.  And that’s a little ironic because “advent” means coming.  It’s a season which fills our minds with the idea of arrival and expectation.  But we don’t celebrate it that way.  So what arrival are we talking about today?  Who is coming for Advent? This prophet Isaiah tells us:
I. All nations are coming to Christ.

II. The Peacemaker is coming to us.

I.


Isaiah lived seven hundred years before Jesus was born in Bethlehem.  God gave him sweeping views of history.  He saw things that took place during his lifetime and things that lay generations ahead.  He saw things that would not happen for thousands of years.  This morning, Isaiah looks forward beyond the time of Christ to the age we live in.  He answers our question.  Who is coming for Advent?  All nations are coming to Christ.

Isaiah writes: “This is what Isaiah son of Amoz saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem.”  In the Old Testament God gave visions to prophets to teach his people.  When we study those visions, we have to search the scriptures and discover what the images in the visions mean.  When we read any Old Testament prophecy we need to ask: what does God mean by Israel or in this case, Judah and Jerusalem.  Sometimes, those names mean the physical nation.  But sometimes they mean the believers of either the Old or the New Testament.  That’s what they mean here.  Isaiah saw a prophecy about the Israel of God, about the true believers.  
He said, “In the last days the mountain of the Lord’s temple will be established as chief among the mountains; it will be raised above the hills, and all nations will stream to it.”  The last days are now.  They are the time between Jesus’ first and his second advent – between his first and second coming.  During this time, the mountain of the LORD’s temple is established as the chief mountain.  What does that mean?  The mountain of the Lord’s temple is where the temple was.  That temple is exalted in our time.  Not the building, but what the building represents: the church, the people of God.

When Isaiah wrote these words, the true faith was confined to one small people.  The rest of the world was in spiritual darkness and liked it that way.  But God always intended to be more than just the God of Israel.  When Jesus came, God extended his people throughout the world.  From the day of Pentecost on, Christianity has grown and grown and grown.  There are more Christians in the world today than there are Muslims or Hindus or Buddhists.  The vast majority of Christians today are not ethnic Jews.  We’re gentiles.  That’s what Isaiah saw: all nations streaming into the temple, streaming into the people of God.  Today, there is no country that doesn’t have Christians in it.  There are very few places where a missionary hasn’t reached.  The Wisconsin Synod is small potatoes among Christian churches.  Most people don’t even know we exist.  Yet, even our tiny church has missionaries working all over the world.  That’s what Isaiah foresaw.  And you and I live in the era in which it has come true.

Isaiah writes, “Many peoples will come and say, ‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob. He will teach us his ways, so that we may walk in his paths.’”  “Let us go to the house of God.”  That’s unbelievers accepting the gospel and wanting to hear more.  The gospel changes us.  When God gives us faith, we have a burning desire to know more.  We have a deep-seated desire to understand how God wants us to live.  God creates that desire then God teaches us his ways.

Does it seem like I’m getting too far away from Isaiah’s words?  Would you rather take this as a description of some kind of millennial kingdom when Christ will reign on earth and everything will be under his visible rule?  That is not what this chapter means.  There will be no millennium as so many people understand it today.  The key to understanding what Isaiah is talking about is right here.  He says, “The law will go out from Zion, the word of the Lord from Jerusalem.”  What brings all those people in?  It’s not a millennial kingdom with Jerusalem as the capitol of the whole world.  It’s the Word of God.  It goes out from the true spiritual Israel – we preach it.  That word brings the nations in.  That is what is happening today.

When Isaiah wrote these words, true believers couldn’t help but feel like they were few and far between.  Even in Israel, most people just went go through the motions.  The countries around them teemed with unbelievers who threatened to wipe out Israel and her faith.  But God promised that the unbelieving nations would flood to him.  When God kept that promise, the gospel reached you and me.  God came to us in word and sacrament and he made us a part of that stream that’s flowing into the temple of God.  We certainly did not deserve that.  We were born unbelievers, born in darkness.  But God found us.  He said he would do that almost three thousand years ago.  Just as he kept that promise, he will keep every promise he has made to us.  In an age when most people are just going through the motions and unbelievers seem like they’re going to wipe out our faith, Jesus still brings all nations to him.  That will not change until he returns.
II.

Advent means “coming.”  It’s the celebration of Christ coming to our hearts through the gospel and giving us faith.  God described in this vision what Christ does for us in the gospel.  Who is coming for Advent?  The Peacemaker is coming to us.
Isaiah says, “He will judge between the nations and will settle disputes for many peoples. They will beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation will not take up sword against nation, nor will they train for war anymore.”  Many people take this famous passage literally.  They imagine that God is promising a day when the people of this earth will turn away from war and make lasting peace.  But Jesus tells us that there will always be wars.  This is a vision.  When we interpret the images, our conclusions have to agree with what the rest of the Bible says.  
Isaiah is giving us a picture of the blessings of faith.  One of the greatest blessings is peace.  Every year, I ask my confirmation class what peace means.  They always start in the wrong place.  They start with their feelings.  Maybe that says something about the touchy-feely society we’ve become.  Peace is the end of war.  When Isaiah prophesied that Jesus would bring peace, he did mean an end to war.  Not to physical war, but to the war between God and man.  The Bible says that sinners are hostile to God.  They cannot obey him and they don’t want to.  Sinners, in their natural state, are God’s enemies.  They’re on the side of the devil.  So it’s no accident that in the Garden of Eden, in the very first prophecy about Jesus, God told Adam and Eve that Jesus would make them enemies of the devil again.  He would bring them back over to God’s side. Again and again, the Old Testament pictures this end of strife with God.

Sometimes, I worry that we don’t appreciate that peace because we don’t believe that we’re at war with God by nature.  Almost everyone today believes that people are basically good.  If we’re basically good, then we have to be on God’s side unless something horrible happens to us and we lose our way.  That humanistic view is not God’s view.  God tells us that we are born evil.  Sin infects us from the moment we’re conceived and without God’s intervention; sin makes us God’s enemies all the days of our lives.  God’s enemies eventually lose the battle and go to hell.  

Jesus came to bring peace between God and man.  But he didn’t do that by finding a compromise.  He didn’t negotiate a settlement in which both sides admitted that they were at fault.  Jesus made peace by upholding God’s position.  He upheld God’s right to punish us for our sin.  But then he stepped up and took our place in that punishment.  God poured every drop of his anger on Jesus.  We had it coming, but Jesus took it.  That made peace with God for us.

Once that peace was won, then he gave us the feeling of peace.  I hate conflict.  When I’m involved in a conflict, it ties my stomach in knots.  I can’t sleep.  I can’t eat.  But when the conflict is over, it feels so good to be at peace.  That’s the feeling forgiveness gives us.  Instead of having to face God and his anger, we face God and his forgiveness.  When we beat ourselves up over our sin, when we agonize over all that we’ve done wrong, when guilt haunts us, forgiveness gives us peace.  It sets our hearts at rest.
That gives us the strength to make peace with each other.  I’m continually surprised by how often the New Testament tells believers to forgive each other.  Many people think there shouldn’t be conflicts in a church.  Christians should never yell at each other.  Christians should always get along.  And I do hope that we love each other and try to have peace.  But we’re still sinners.  When sinners are together, sometimes feelings are going to get hurt.  In the months that I’ve been your pastor, it’s become clear that there has been a lack of peace among us here at Peace.  There has been a great deal of friction in this congregation in the last few years.  That has hurt many of us who are here and without a doubt some of those whom we don’t see here anymore.
But the gift of the gospel is peace.  How do we get that peace?  By forgiving each other just as we have been forgiven in Christ.  When we let go of our anger and view that person who offended us the way Jesus does, as a sinner that he loved and died for, we find personal peace.  When that sinner forgives us and we put the past in the past, we rejoice in our newfound peace.  I can tell you from personal experience that asking for forgiveness and receiving it and offering forgiveness freely often results in a stronger and closer friendship than existed before the need to forgive came.  God’s promise to us, here at Peace, is that we can have his peace.  We can forgive, we can ask for forgiveness and we can be forgiven because he has already forgiven us.

Isaiah’s prophecy closes with an exhortation: “Come, O house of Jacob, let us walk in the light of the Lord.”  Isaiah had just told Israel that the gentiles stream into the kingdom of God.  Then he told the physical people: “Don’t lose your place.  Walk in the light of the Lord.”  God could say the exact same thing to us.  Until Jesus comes back, the gospel goes out and makes believers.  It makes peace, day after day.  God often uses us to make that peace.  But he will reach out, whether we choose to be a part of it or not.  He will bring peace to all nations whether our small potatoes synod joins in or not.  
Are we ready to make peace?  Can we look around this sanctuary and see people that we have conflicts with and forgive them as Christ has forgiven us?  Can we be a part of proclaiming peace in Livonia and throughout the world to people who don’t yet know what Christ has won?  It’s hard to let go of anger.  It’s hard to commit our time and our money and our effort to the ministry here.  We struggle with the sin in our hearts.  Are we ready to make peace?  If we have to admit that the answer is no, then let us confess that sin to God today.  Let us acknowledge before him that we are guilty of having hard hearts, guilty of loving ourselves more than people who have hurt us or people whose needs we don’t know.  

Then let me announce the peace of God to you.  Jesus paid for that hardness of our hearts.  He paid for our unwillingness to work to save others and our unwillingness to forgive as we have been forgiven.  God has wiped away even that hardness of our hearts.  We have peace with him.  Through the peace of forgiveness, Jesus gives us the ability to make peace with each other.  Living in peace with God, sharing the peace Christ won and making peace with each other, this is walking in the light of the LORD.  You have the peace of Christ.  Walk with him!
Advent is a season of repentance and a season of expectation.  Jesus comes into our hearts through the gospel.  He comes to give us peace.  He comes to announce that peace to all the world.  He comes to us again today.  When we hear his promises, we have peace and joy.  My friends, Jesus is coming for Advent.  Welcome him in faith.  Welcome him and welcome each other in love and forgiveness.  Welcome him by introducing him to those who don’t have his peace yet.  Amen.

