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In the mid 19
th

 century, a nation previously united around a common commitment to the 

shared documents and principles, upon which it was founded, became fractured to the point 

of civil war. Amidst an atmosphere clouded by pain, division, conflict, and violence, one of 

America’s most famous writers and poets – Henry Wadsworth Longfellow – openly grieved the 

war being waged between the Union and the Confederacy. (Slide) “I have only one desire,” 

Wadsworth would proclaim, “and that is for harmony, and a frank and honest understanding 

between the North and South.” 

Wadsworth was a man who lamented war, and desired peace. Like many who felt the conflict 

unavoidable, however, his son – Charles Appleton Longfellow – felt compelled to participate in 

the war. (Slide) “I have tried to resist the temptation of going (into battle) without your 

leave, but I cannot any longer” he would write his father. “I feel it to be my first duty to do 

what I can for my country, and I would willingly lay down my life for it, if it would be of any 

good.” 

As was so often the case, it wasn’t long after entering the war that Charles was severely 

wounded during battle. (Slide) Sadly, this followed closely on the heels of his mother’s recent 

death in an accidental fire. And in the midst of his own sadness and grief, Henry Wadsworth 

Longfellow penned one of his most famous poems, Christmas Bells, that was originally 

published the following February of 1865. 

As the poem begins, Longfellow recalls the Christian church’s long tradition of bells ringing out 

the peace of the Christmas season. (Slide) “I heard the bells on Christmas day, their old 

familiar carols play; and wild and sweet the words repeat, of peace on earth, goodwill 

 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, goodwill to men.” 



As the poem continues, however, Longfellow notes the transition he witnessed in his beloved 

homeland, and laments the machines of war that were decimating its landscape and populace. 

(Slide) “Til ringing, singing on its way, the world revolved from night to day; a voice, a chime, 

a chant sublime, of peace on earth goodwill 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, goodwill to men.” 

And as he reflects on the violence and death that seemed to surround him, Longfellow 

confesses utter despair in the face of such tragic brutality. (Slide) “It was as if an earthquake 

rent, the hearthstones of a continent; and made forlorn, the households born, of peace on 

earth, goodwill 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 goodwill to men.” 

But then, in a surprising, resolute declaration of confident hope, Longfellow concludes his 

poem by recalling the bold conviction of the Christian faith, that all the devastation that 

surrounds us does not have the final say on the matter, and with great defiance Longfellow 

shouts, (slide) “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, goodwill to men.” 

(Title Slide) Through the events of the last week in particular, and in the aftermath of the 

violence our nation – and world – has seen in recent months, I have found great comfort and 

challenge in Longfellow’s words. His faith-filled conclusion comforts me with the reminder 

that, as a follower of Jesus, the Prince of Peace is still the King of Kings, and He WILL have the 

final word in the matter. The violence that plagues us WILL be swallowed up in peace, our 

weapons of bloodshed and death WILL be transformed into tools that bring life.  

These words challenge me as well, for in the face of the kind of wanton death and destruction 

we have recently – and frequently – been confronted by, I am often tempted to throw in the 

towel, to give up hope, and to despair that the peace we so desperately seek will ever become 

reality.  



I also find myself tempted towards despair when so many professing followers of Jesus seem 

so quick to embrace the tools and fearfully pragmatic logic of this violent world, seemingly 

forgetting, ignoring, or rationalizing away the life and teachings of Jesus that unequivocally call 

us to love our enemies, to pray for those who persecute us, and to welcome the stranger who 

is need. I fear we are losing much of the beautiful uniqueness that marks us as followers of 

Jesus, and replacing it with priorities and perspectives that reflect the kingdoms of this world, 

and not the Kingdom of God, all the while assuming that somehow these two competing 

realities can somehow be equivalent to one another. Let me assure you: they are not, and they 

cannot. 

Jesus is the Prince of Peace whose method of defeating His enemies is victory through 

submission, is conquering through surrender, is Kingship through humility. This has always 

been the way of Jesus, even since His birth. Jesus was born into a violent world. He was born 

into a subjugated people suffering under the brutal thumb of an utterly relentless empire, who 

were led by a power-hungry, and paranoid King; a King so paranoid, and so desperate to 

maintain his position of delegated power, that his response to the birth of the Messiah was to 

slaughter every boy in his kingdom under the age of 2, in the hopes of wiping out his eventual 

competitor. 

This was the world God chose to enter, not while riding a military chariot with proverbial guns 

blazing, but while being carried inside a mother’s womb, and riding on the back of a humble 

donkey, an act he would later duplicate while entering Jerusalem on the week of His 

crucifixion: the King of Kings riding on the beast of a humble servant. 

This was the world He came to transform, not by embracing its logic of power and ideology of 

might-makes-right, but by overturning it through the power of self-sacrificial love. His teaching 

was so utterly counter-cultural, even His closest friends and disciples didn’t fully grasp it. For in 

the face of Jesus’ impending arrest, his friend and follower Peter followed his own fleshly, 

ingrained instinct and wielded a sword to try to protect his Master.  



One can almost hear Peter embracing the world’s logic, “You know Jesus, the only thing that 

can stop a bad guy with a sword, is a good guy with a sword!” 

But Jesus would have none of it, and He boldly instructs Peter, with startlingly counter-cultural 

logic, (slide),“Put your sword back in its place…for all who live by the sword will die by the 

sword.” After all, Jesus says, “Do you think I cannot call on my Father, and He will at once put 

at My disposal more than twelve legions of angels?”  

(Title Slide) You see, Jesus knew the ways of the world, and He knew how fruitless they 

ultimately are, so He came – not to sanctify the ways of the world in His name – but to 

overthrow them by His own power and authority. Unlike the kings and emperors of His day – 

or ours – Jesus came to bring true peace, not by way of the violent bloodletting of His 

enemies, but through the shedding of His own blood on the cross at their hands, thus 

reconciling us to God, and inviting us to be citizens – first and foremost – in His eternal 

Kingdom of peace. 

In Jesus’ day, there was what was known throughout the world as the Pax Romana, the peace 

of Rome. Most of the known world was united under Roman rule, a rule that was won – and 

kept – through the violent subjugation of its enemies. It was an ironic peace, one that 

ultimately sought to eliminate the need for war by waging it with complete and total 

invincibility against any-and-all comers. It was also a hollow peace, and many of the Romans 

knew it. It was a peace that existed only from the perspective of national dominance, but it did 

nothing to bring genuine peace to the hearts and minds of its populace. As the famous Roman 

philosopher Epictetus once wrote, (slide) “…while the emperor may give peace from war on 

land and sea, he is unable to give peace from passion, grief, and envy. He cannot give peace 

of heart, for which man yearns more than even for outward peace.” 

 

 



(Title Slide) Not much has changed in the last 2,000+ years, has it? The world still knows 

leaders who seek to establish their own version of peace through their own means of violence, 

but who are utterly incapable of giving the kind of genuine, lasting, inner – or external – peace 

we so desperately and instinctively long for. But here’s the thing:  

Jesus CAN. Jesus DOES. And Jesus WILL... 

Jesus CAN give peace in the midst of strife; Jesus DOES demonstrate the power of peace;  

and Jesus WILL establish His Kingdom’s peace, once and for all, when He comes again. 

For as Henry Wadsworth Longfellow declares, (slide) “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, goodwill to men.” 

So now, like Longfellow, I choose to hold on to the hope of peace. I choose to believe that 

Jesus will be true to His word, that He will come to eradicate the death and destruction of this 

world, and that – in the meantime – He will continue offering the unique peace only He can 

provide to anyone willing to lay down lordship over their own life, and who are willing to 

follow Him, and embrace His ways. I will also continue to embrace the conviction that, as His 

representatives, it is our duty, honor and privilege, to be carriers of His peace, to be those who 

practice it to the best of our ability, and to be those who infuse His Kingdom’s peace into the 

world around us as best we know how, as He produces the fruit of peace in-and-through us. 

As we conclude this morning, let’s reflect on these words from Luke’s gospel – his declaration 

of good news: (slide) And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping 

watch over their flocks at night. An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the 

Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to them, “Do not be 

afraid. I bring you good news that will cause great joy for all the people. Today in the town 

of David a Savior has been born to you; he is the Messiah, the Lord. This will be a sign to 

you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.”  



(Slide) Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising 

God and saying, “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those with 

whom He is pleased.”  

Lord, may we be people with whom You are pleased, as we strive to embrace and extend the 

peace of Your Kingdom. Amen. Come, Lord Jesus. (Title Slide) 


