December 9, 2018  (Advent 2 C)

Ephesians 2:14-18
“Si Vis Pacem, Para Bellum”
PEACE . . . “Shalom” in Hebrew / “Eiréné” in Greek. It means: tranquility / harmony / a picture of water calm as glass – where there’s no troubles whatsoever.  It’s something every human being yearns for, and the desire for it is planted there in our hearts by God the Creator.  He also told us what shattered and destroyed the peaceful tranquility of His perfect creation . . . sin.  Genesis 3 explains how sin obliterated that peace between God and humanity / how sin butchered the peace between husband and wife (and between all us human beings) / how sin terminated peace in the plant and animal kingdoms (and throughout the entire natural world).  Ever since that dreadful day in the Garden of Eden, we’ve been living on a planet consumed by WAR and endless conflict.
Wise people who understand that fact will agree with this little Latin phrase that serves as our sermon text for today: “Si vis pacem, para bellum.”  Yes – you get a little Latin lesson in our sermon today, because I want you to know what that phrase means: “If you want peace, prepare for war.”  
Many great leaders down through history have been guided by that philosophy.  The phrase itself is credited to the Roman general Vegetius – a man who identified himself as a Christian and who lived in the late 300’s AD (when the Roman Empire was on the brink of collapse.)  He lamented how a long stretch of relative peace and calm had led to complacency, laziness, and decay in the Roman army . . . and he was right; the Roman Empire fell.  They should have listened to him - “Si vis pacem, para bellum.”  
 In China Sun Tzu included the principle in his famous work: The Art of War.  In the United States, Theodore Roosevelt understood that concept when he said, “Speak softly, and carry a big stick.”  Ronald Reagan made use of the idea “si vis pacem, para bellum” to win the presidential election in 1980 (he was convinced that peace with the Soviet Union could only be achieved by being strong – and ready / prepared for war). You can even see it quite clearly in the culture of Texas.  People love the Second Amendment here – and (while I’ve only been here a few months), I’ve heard multiple people say: “every God-fearing Texan ought to carry a gun.”  Why? “Si vis pacem, para bellum.”  Cowardly criminals think twice about robbing a store, if half the people in there have guns and know how to use them.  Cowardly terrorists aren’t going to attack a public gathering of people who are quite prepared (and able) to shoot back. Si vis pacem, para bellum DOES actually produce results – and you can also see the flip side: what’s happening in places where people are ill-equipped and totally unprepared to face the evil around us.  

But . . . what does this have to do with spiritual matters?  EVERYTHING.   And that’s where we’re going here today.  God wanted to fix the shattered peace between Himself and His fallen people.  He wanted peace – so – He got ready for battle.  You can see that throughout Old Testament history – not just the battles fought with false religions and the lies of Satan, or with the spiritual laziness, sin, and apathy of the people – but God preparing the way for His Son to come and do battle with Satan himself. 
John the Baptist finally came (as promised) and fought hypocrisy, phariseeism, and spiritual apathy – to prepare the way for the Messiah.  Jesus fought Satan in the wilderness and won. He fought temptation every moment of every day – and won.  Finally He fought hell itself on the cross – and won.  Why did He have to go through all this ugly conflict?  Because God wanted PEACE; an unbelievably expensive peace . . . but Jesus was willing to pay that massive price.  
 The only way for us to be brought back into the PEACEFUL family of God, and into a PEACEFUL relationship with God – is through Jesus Christ, who had to fight for it. We see that taught in our text for today:  
Ephesians 2:14–18 (CSB)

14 For he is our peace, who made both groups one and tore down the dividing wall of hostility. [The two groups mentioned here are Jew and Gentile. He brought people – who would never associate with each other, and made them into ONE new Christian family. This was a big challenge in the early New Testament Church. Christ fulfilled and set aside those Mosaic Laws to make us ONE, and kept the Law of God perfectly, to bring us forgiveness and righteousness by faith, so that we human beings may be at peace with a Holy and Righteous God.] In his flesh, 15 he made of no effect the law consisting of commands and expressed in regulations, so that he might create in himself one new man from the two, resulting in peace. 16 He did this so that he might reconcile both to God in one body through the cross by which he put the hostility to death. 17 He came and proclaimed the good news of peace to you who were far away [that would be us] and peace to those who were near. 18 For through him we both have access in one Spirit to the Father.

In a world of sin, conflict, hatred, violence, warfare, and DEATH – peace for all humanity has been won, and is freely offered to everyone in Christ, who fought, bled, died, and rose to make that peace a reality.  
But . . . if you want this pure and priceless PEACE for yourself – well – si vis pacem, para bellum.  What does that mean?  It means repentance!  You can’t have peace with God if you want and welcome sin in your life.  Prepare to FIGHT it – for the rest of your life!  Prepare to let the Sword of God’s Law cut you in half – and expose the wickedness / the greed / the lust / the anger / the hatred / the selfishness – and whatever else might be lurking and hiding in there.  Be prepared to experience this painful thing called repentance over and over again throughout your life – for sin keeps coming back, and we all keep falling into it.  
But – repentance is not just about being cut up and torn down over your sin . . . it’s also about CHRIST – and His good news of peace.  All those sins have been paid for too, in His flesh, where He put that hostility to death and reconciled you to God.  You are at peace. You stand in grace – even as you prepare for battle day after day.  “Si vis pacem, para bellum.”  
Our text brings out for us that vertical PEACE between God and us that Jesus brought about – but also that horizontal PEACE and unity in Him that the Spirit brings about between us as members of a congregation (just like the group in Ephesus).  When it comes to congregational life, unity, and work – si vis pacem, para bellum. The peace, harmony, unity, and brotherly love we have among us as we carry out the Great Commission – is a beautiful thing . . . but it doesn’t “just happen” . . . and through laziness, complacency, compromise, and decay – it too can quickly crumble. 
We fight for the teachings of God’s Holy Word – to discover them / to learn them / to treasure them. We fight to establish and maintain that blessed unity by being life-long students of God’s Word.  We fight for our brothers and sisters who are slipping away from good spiritual habits, and slipping into spiritual apathy.  We fight our selfish wants and desires – and sacrifice them for the good of the flock. We fight for the souls of the lost. Building a church is not like building a business – it’s brutal warfare over the souls of mankind.  We prepare to talk about sin and grace / repentance and faith – that God might use us to rescue more souls from sin and unbelief – bringing them to the PEACE found only in Jesus’ Blood.  
Even when it comes down to your personal lives, and your family Christmas gatherings and celebrations . . . si vis pacem, para bellum.  If you want PEACE in your homes this Christmas – prepare for battle. Prepare to fight those desires to say what shouldn’t (or doesn’t need) to be said – or to do what you know is wrong, hurtful, and foolish.  Be prepared to talk about your faith, and defend it – in love – if those opportunities arise. Be prepared to be patient, even when your patience is wearing thin . . . and things aren’t going exactly as planned.  
“Gee pastor – I thought this sermon was supposed to be about PEACE, but instead it seems to focus an awful lot on conflict and preparing for battle!”  Well . . . it is about peace, but we all need to be reminded how much that peace COSTS: how much it cost our Savior God and how hard Jesus had to fight for it / and how tough it is to establish among us in congregational life, even in the Spirit’s power / and how difficult it is to have around the dinner table at this (or any) time of the year.  

No matter how costly peace is or can be – I know you all agree: IT’S WORTH IT.   It’s worth setting aside time over a busy holiday season, to rest in these pews – next to your brothers and sisters in Christ, and hear: You are at peace with God in Christ / God is at peace with you in Jesus / the Prince of Peace came to save us from all our sins – and, He is coming again to usher in the final stage of total, complete, and never-ending PEACE in a whole new world. 
So . . . we wait . . . and we know, in every moment before that Great Day arrives . . . Si vis pacem, para bellum.  Amen.   
