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The Messiah: An Adult  
Advent Study
Introduction
The fourth title assigned to the newly crowned king 
in Jerusalem by Isaiah 9:6 is “Prince of Peace.” The 
king was responsible for social order and for economic 
prosperity. It was, moreover, understood that the 
maintenance of a viable social order or a prosperous,  
sustainable economy was possible without peace. For 
that reason, the king had responsibility to participate 
in and foster fruitful international relations. There must 
surely be some irony in such an expectation that the 
king seek peace given the fact that fame and fortune 
come to kings who conduct successful war policies.

Peace as an Ambiguous  
Political Chant
It is important to recognize at the outset that the term 
“peace” in “prince of peace” is the word “shalom” that 
describes not only an absence of hostility but the main-
tenance of a prosperous social system so that the intent 
is something like “promote the general welfare.” Note 
that in Jeremiah 29:7, 11 we commonly translate “sha-
lom” as “welfare.” Perhaps the quintessential king of 
peace in the Old Testament is Solomon, for his very 
name is a play on “shalom,” as is the royal city over 
which he presided, Jerusalem. It is clear, however, that 
Solomon’s policies depended on heavy armaments as 
well as cheap labor that reflected a willingly coercive 
policy antithetical to “social welfare” (1 Kings 5:13–18; 

9:15–23; 10:16–29). It is for such reasons that at his death 
there was open rebellion against and resistance toward 
such heavy-handed governance (1 Kings 12:1–19). 
Indeed, it turns out that the name Solomon is ironic, for 
his policies precluded any serious chance for genuine 
shalom in his realm.

The ambiguity of Solomon’s practice of “peace” is 
quite at variance from the liturgically imagined shalom 
of Psalm 72:

May the mountains yield prosperity for the people, 
and the hills, in righteousness

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
In his days may righteousness flourish 

and peace abound, until the moon is no more.
Ps. 72:3, 7

Here, in Israel’s liturgic imagination, the premise of 
peace is the practice of justice for the poor and needy, 
and that anticipated peace includes a more general 
prosperity for the people, that is, not just for the urban 
elites clustered around the king. In this anticipation 
there is none of the coercion of exploitative policies that 
marked the actual practice of Solomon.

The same ambiguity about “peace” is reflected in the 
awaited disarmament that is a prerequisite for shalom. 
Clearly as long as there are armaments, peace will at 
most be a restless, unstable possibility. And indeed, the 
Old Testament anticipates disarmament as a prelude to 
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peace. But disarmament is equally ambiguous. In the 
prophetic oracles that are familiar to us in Isaiah 2:1–4 
and Micah 4:1–5, disarmament is freely undertaken. In 
response to Torah instruction, those who hold arms will 
beat their swords into plow shears and their spears into 
pruning hooks, and they shall not learn war anymore!

Elsewhere, however, disarmament is itself coercive 
activity enforced by the victor who eliminates the arms 
of the losing adversary. Thus in the Isaiah oracle to 
which we have been appealing, disarmament is an act 
of violent imposition. The weapons of the defeated are 
burned in a dramatic way:

For all the boots of the tramping warriors 
and all the garments rolled in blood 
shall be burned as fuel for the fire.

Isa. 9:5

And since this is in the oracle that anticipates the 
king as a “Prince of Peace,” it is likely that the antici-
pated prince of peace will be a victor who can impose 
disarmament on his adversaries. The same anticipation 
is voiced in Psalm 46, a song that celebrates Jerusalem 
and declares that God will end war:

He makes wars cease to the end of the earth; 
he breaks the bow, and shatters the spear; 
he burns the shields with fire.

Ps. 46:9

This is not a peace made 
by negotiation or reconcili-
ation. It is rather an impo-
sition by the winner. The 
same may be true in the 
peaceable covenant that 
Joshua made with the Gibeonites (Josh. 9:15). That 
uneasy settlement results in (at best) second-class social 
presence and participation for the Gibeonites, who 
must have been the weaker party to the agreement:

“We have sworn to them by the Lord, the God of 
Israel, and now we must not touch them. This is 
what we will do to them: We will let them live, so 
that wrath may not come upon us, because of the 
oath that we swore to them.” The leaders said to 
them, “Let them live.” So they became hewers of 
wood and drawers of water for all the congrega-
tion, as the leaders had decided concerning them. 
(Josh. 9:19–21)

This is an imposed peace in which the Gibeonites have 
no say. 

Thus we may imagine that peace, in ancient time 
as now, has a grand liturgic sound to it. But in reality, 
the facts on the ground are more ambiguous and lack 
the moral weight that the more elevated rhetoric may 
suggest. It turns out that peace makes a better political 
slogan than a credible political reality. Thus Jeremiah 
can attest to the dishonesty that operates when such 
slogans provide cover for policies that are sure to result 
in acute social conflict and social destabilization:

For from the least to the greatest of them, 
everyone is greedy for unjust gain;

and from prophet to priest, 
everyone deals falsely.

They have treated the wound of my people 
carelessly, 

saying, “Peace, peace,” 
when there is no peace.

Jer. 6:13–14; see also 8:10–11

Hananiah, the great adversary of Jeremiah, believed 
the propaganda of the royal rejoinder (that is in fact an 
echo of Isaiah) and so rates as a “prophet who proph-
esies peace” (28:9). The tradition of Jeremiah, however, 
insists that such a claim is foolish in light of the socio-
economic facts on the ground.

It was a rare occasion in ancient Israel when the 
political realities coincided with exalted religious, 
liturgic cadences. That rhetoric nonetheless continued 
to hold out the possibility that political reality would 
come to conform with the rhetoric. Thus the rhetoric 
serves an important function in keeping available a 
vision of an alternative society in an alternative world. 
The tradition of Jeremiah could anticipate such a pos-
sibility grounded in forgiveness:

I will heal them and reveal to them abundance of 
prosperity and security. I will restore the fortunes of 
Judah and the fortunes of Israel, and rebuild them 
as they were at first. I will cleanse them from all the 

It turns out that peace makes a better 
political slogan than a credible political reality.
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guilt of their sin against me, and I will forgive all 
the guilt of their sin and rebellion against me. And 
this city shall be to me a name of joy, a praise and a 
glory before all the nations of the earth. (Jer. 33:6–9)

The tradition of Ezekiel can anticipate a “covenant 
of peace” that will be a counter to the conventional 
exploitative coercion of the city:

I will make with them a covenant of peace and 
banish wild animals from the land, so that they 
may live in the wild and sleep in the woods 
securely. . . . I will make a covenant of peace with 
them; it shall be an everlasting covenant with 
them; and I will bless them and multiply them, 
and will set my sanctuary among them forever-
more. (Ezek. 34:25; 37:26)

And belatedly the Isaiah tradition could equate an 
enactment of shalom with the core announcement of 
the gospel:

How beautiful upon the mountains 
are the feet of the messenger who announces

  peace,
who brings good news, 

who announces salvation, 
who says to Zion, “Your God reigns.”

Isa. 52:7

These visions look beyond shabby historical reality. 
These old utterances reiterated possibilities against the 
facts on the ground. In the long run, the hope of faith is 
that vision will transform reality and the beguiling dishon-
esty of propagandistic speeches will be overcome. Such an 
overcoming would be a response to “our better angels.”

The Peace of Jesus as Restorative 
and Transformative
In the Christian tradition it is expected and confessed 
that in Jesus of Nazareth the contradiction of reality and 
vision will be overcome, as Jesus fulfills the mandate of 

“Prince of Peace,” that is, the “son of the king” whose 
responsibility and possibility is peaceableness.

In the first instance, Jesus is no prince. Loud claims 
link him to David and would render him a prince. He 
is, however, uneasy with that title, and in any case, he 
is from the least of all places (Nazareth!) without any 
claim to a significant pedigree (John 1:49–51). More 
important than that, however, is that whatever claim 
he has to being a prince—political, not biological—he 
is no prince that was expected, for his notion of gover-
nance clearly contradicted the ways of governance in 
the empire of Rome. A “prince of peace” in the Roman 
Empire—or in any empire, including the U.S. empire—
would be a victor who would impose peace and seize 
and burn the weapons of the defeated. It is, of course, 
impossible to imagine Jesus undertaking such violent 

acts as a way toward peace. Thus 
if we can at all apply the phrase 
“Prince of Peace” to Jesus, it will be 
in contradiction to the old expecta-
tions of the Isaiah oracle, a contra-
diction of the hopes of Rome and a 
contradiction of the expectations of 
such a prince of peace in the Amer-
ican empire as well. The peace 

that he will initiate and sponsor, a peace that passes 
all human understanding and that defies all ordinary 
expectations, will be a peace that is wrought in vulner-
ability that does not seek to impose its own way. Peace 
via vulnerability confounds the empire!

For that reason we must ponder the strange juxtapo-
sition of the terms “prince” and “peace,” for his notion 
of “peace” defies all normal notions of any “prince.” For 
all of that, however, he does not flinch from the agenda 
of peace, only insisting that the peace he will enact can-
not be received, interpreted, or understood in any “nor-
mal” category, that is, the categories of the empire. The 
following inventory from the Gospel of Luke strikes me 
as powerfully instructive as we consider how it could 
possibly be that Jesus is “Prince of Peace.”

Already in the Bethlehem story, the divine messen-
gers (angels) who announce the “royal birth” anticipate 
through him peace on earth (Luke 2:14). It is no wonder 
that the early church remembered that Herod, agent of 
Rome, sought to destroy him because he foresaw that 
Jesus was a dangerous threat to the status quo imposed 
by Pax Romana, which he supervised locally. Given 

. . . the empire, in its refusal of the things 
that make for peace, generates a society 
of hostility, aggression, greed, conflict, 
and violence.
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the way in which the Bethlehem story is framed, the 
messengers “from the outside” (angels) make clear that 
this is no conventional birth and no conventional king; 
this is, rather, an agent of God’s peace that will defy all 
usual categories.

The ministry of Jesus, with its narratives of miracu-
lous transformations, concerns the restoration of the 
healthy order of creation. His action characteristically 
concerned only an individual person, seemingly with-
out a master strategy. But these individual acts are rec-
ognized by all parties as inherently subversive and a 
threat to Rome. In his blessing as he dismissed trans-
formed persons, the utterance of “peace” is much more 
than a simple good-bye. It is in fact a recognition that 
the shalom-order of creation has, in this particular case, 
been restored. Thus with the forgiveness of the “sinful 
woman,” he can say, “Your faith has saved you; go in 
peace” (Luke 7:50).

With the woman who could get no help from doctors 
who was “immediately healed,” he issued the same 
blessing as he dismissed her: “Daughter, your faith has 
made you well; go in peace” (Luke 8:48).

As he himself wrought shalom, so he anticipated 
that his disciples would enact peace: “Whatever house 
you enter, first say, ‘Peace to this house!’ And if any-
one is there who shares in peace, your peace will rest 
on that person; but if not, it will return to you” (Luke 
10:5–6).

His disciples are to come in peace. They are to find 
those who “share in peace.” They are to let peace rest on 
those who will share. These words suggest that peace is 
a quite specific, personal, interpersonal transaction so 
that the peace extended by the disciples is a people-to-
people happening that lies beyond the conventions of 
imperial expectation.

Most spectacularly, in the narrative wherein Jesus 
weeps over the city of Jerusalem, he weeps because 
he knows what is coming: “They will crush you to the 
ground, you and your children within you, and they 
will not leave within you one stone upon another” 
(Luke 19:44).

That anticipation is a clear reference to Roman 
destruction. But the prelude to this anticipation is an 
acknowledgment that it could have been otherwise: 
“If you, even you, had only recognized on this day the 
things that make for peace! But now they are hidden 
from your eyes” (v. 42).

The possibility of otherwise depends on knowing 
the things that make for peace. His terse statement here 
does not identify the things that make for peace. But 
they emerge from his larger peace-giving narrative. 
Peace requires the capacity to forgive. Peace requires a 
readiness to share generously. Peace requires the viola-
tion of strict class stratification in society. Peace requires 
attentiveness to the vulnerable and the unproductive. 
Peace requires humility in the face of exaltation, being 
last among those who insist on being first, and denying 
self in the interest of the neighbor. These are all prac-
tices that mark his presence in his society.

More than that, they are all practices that contradict 
the conventional assumptions of empire. In the empire:

•	 There is no forgiveness.
•	 There is no generous sharing.
•	 There is no violation of class stratification.
•	 There is no attentiveness to the vulnerable and the 

unproductive.
•	 There is no humility in the face of exaltation.
•	 There is no readiness for being last in a world of 

aggressive firstness.
•	 There is no denial of self for the sake of the neighbor.

And of course, the empire, in its refusal of the things 
that make for peace, generates a society of hostility, 
aggression, greed, conflict, and violence. The wonder 
of Jesus’ peacemaking is what he does in specific cases 
as freighted signs that break the power of the anti-
peace empire. His grief over the city is an awareness 
that some of his own local Jewish contemporaries had 
been seduced and bewitched by the force of empire. 
It is no wonder that when he stood before the Roman 
governor, Pilate has no categories through which to 
understand him, because as he is remembered as say-
ing, “My kingdom is not from this world” (John 18:36), 
that is, not derived from fearful aggression. As the con-
frontation ends with a discussion about the truth, the 
imperial governor is left bewildered because he cannot 
understand a way of truth that contradicts the power 
of the empire.

It is no wonder that in Jesus’ resurrection appearance, 
when he came among his disciples, his greeting was, 
“Peace be with you” (Luke 24:36). Or in the rendition 
of the fourth Gospel, the greeting is doubled: “Peace be 
with you. . . . Peace be with you. As the Father has sent 
me, so I send you” (John 20:19–21).
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That last formulation indicates, beyond “shalom” as 
a conventional greeting, that his mission from God is 
“peace” that defies the way the world is organized. More 
than that, his frightened disciples are now sent by him to 
defy imperial notions of order for the sake of real peace.

We are drawn to confess Jesus as “Prince of Peace.” 
We do so, however, in the awareness that this is no 
normal peace; the peace he brings is dangerous, sub-
versive, and a contradiction of all that is usual. Advent 
is a freighted time in which to acknowledge that what 
we anticipate in the prophetic oracle of Isaiah deeply 
contradicts the expectation of ancient Israel. It deeply 

contradicts the expectation of those who trusted the 
Roman Empire, Jews, and others. And it overrides the 
expectations of our society, which awaits a peacemaker 
who will ensure our advantage in the world. The Christ 
child who is born, coronated, and worshiped is inno-
cent, but he is not innocuous. The Roman governor 
came to understand that about him!

Walter Brueggemann is Professor Emeritus of Old Testament 
at Columbia Theological Seminary. An ordained minister in 
the United Church of Christ, he is the author of dozens of 
books and hundreds of articles.


