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Isaiah 9:2-7  Luke 2:8-20  Titus 2:11-14

The world in ancient times was a tough place. Isaiah the prophet was active around 700 
years before Christ, when the Assyrian empire was at its peak. A few events from Isaiah’s 
time show just how tough it was:

• In 722 BC Assyria conquered and wiped out the northern kingdom of Israel, based on 
Samaria, and ten tribes of Israel disappeared from history; the southern kingdom of 
Judah, with the remaining two tribes based on Jerusalem, survived as a vassal state, 
paying huge annual tributes to Assyria in order to maintain a precarious existence as 
a semi-independent state. 

• In 710 BC Judah surreptitiously joined a rebellion against Assyria by the Egyptians 
and the Philistines and was fortunate to survive, as the Assyrians put down the revolt 
with great cruelty and paraded the captured kings of Egypt and Ashdod naked 
through the streets of their cities.

• In 701 BC Judah rebelled again, only to find themselves besieged in Jerusalem, the 
rest of the country conquered by the Assyrian army, and only a miraculous 
deliverance saved them. The second book of Kings tells us that 185,000 Assyrian 
soldiers were struck down by God in one night, and the Assyrians then withdrew, 
Judah survived, just. 

It’s in the midst of all this conflict and horror that Isaiah prophesies about a child to be born 
to us, a son to be given to us, who will be called Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, 
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace, whose authority Isaiah envisions as growing continually 
and establishing an “endless peace” – a prophecy that we Christians have applied to the 
birth of Christ for the past 2000 years.

Jump forward to the time of Christ. The world was still a tough place. The Roman empire 
ruled all the Mediterranean and the Middle East and while they allowed a limited autonomy 
to their conquered peoples, they taxed them heavily. Insurrections were frequent and were 
put down mercilessly. Executions were common, mostly by crucifixion, with rebels and 
criminals nailed to crosses on public display along the most used public highways. Even 
young children could be murdered as local rulers sought to maintain their power. Life was 
cheap. 

It’s into this context that Jesus is born, and the shepherds receive the message from the 
angels that God is acting to bring good news of great joy for all people. You may have 
noticed the change in translation in the angels’ song in recent years. Some gospel 
manuscripts read “on earth peace, goodwill to men”. But the most reliable manuscripts read 
“on earth peace among those whom he favours”. Little difference really, for those God 
favours are the whole of humanity – men, women, children, people of every nation and tribe 
and language. The coming of Christ is for all. 

Jump forward to our time, 2000 years later. The world is still a tough place, although we in 
Australia are sheltered from much of it. Nations like the USA, China, Russia, Europe, vie for 
power and influence, prestige and wealth. There are wars, rebellions and international 
tensions in almost every continent, especially in the Middle East, Asia and Africa. Innocent 
young children continue to be slaughtered. Millions of people have become refugees, forced 
to flee their homes in a desperate search for safety. The coming of Christ to bring peace 
seems to have made little difference. 



Yet the good news of great joy is still with us. Those who put their faith in Jesus do know 
peace with God, know that they are loved by God and know the deep joy and peace of 
God’s loving presence in their lives. And that loving presence empowers us to live and work 
for peace throughout the world. As the letter to Titus puts it, we are “to live lives that are self-
controlled, upright and godly” and we are to be “zealous for good deeds”. 

The world is a broken and suffering place, for millions and millions of people. That is not 
what God intends or wants for the world he has created. God wants us to live in peace and 
love, as the birth of Christ in Bethlehem and Christ’s ministry of compassion, teaching, 
healing and peaceful self-giving loving show us. 

Rejoice again this Christmas in the gift of Jesus, the Prince of Peace. Receive again God’s 
gift of peace, reconciliation with God and with our neighbours across God’s world. And 
recommit yourself, this Christmas, to live and work for peace in the world, as God so clearly 
desires. It’s a tough world, but we Christians are called to make it less tough, more caring, 
more compassionate, more full of peace.

To the glory of God. Amen. 


