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Transforming Hearts Through Jesus Christ
In 1940, and during World War II, Second Lieutenant Hiroo Onoda, at the age of 18, 
is sent to the Philippines as an Imperial Japanese Army Intelligence officer. Five years later, in 1945 the war ends.  Yet, Onoda when hearing of the surrender, refuses to believe it, thinking it is propaganda, and orders his men to retreat to the hills and continue the fight. In October 1945, leaflets are dropped from airplanes telling everyone Japan has surrendered, the war is over, you can come down from the hills. Again, Onoda refuses to believe it. In December 1945, more leaflets are dropped, but this time with an order from his own General, Tomoyuki Yamashita. THE WAR IS OVER!  YOU ARE RELEASED FROM BATTLE! Again, Onoda refuses to believe it.  Seven years later, in 1952, personal letters and family pictures are dropped from airplanes, urging Onoda’s troops to surrender, but Onoda believes it’s all a trick. Over the next 22 years, Onoda would continue guerilla warfare in the hills, often times making raids on villages, believing the war was still on. In fact, his own country just kind of gives up on him and he becomes an elusive man of mystery. But, on February 20, 1974, a man named Norio Suzuki, who had taken on finding Onoda as a personal hobby, finds Onoda in the hills.  Remember, it’s now year 29 and, believe it or not, Onoda doesn’t believe Suzuki!  Exasperated, Suzuki says “Will you believe me if I come back with one of your commanding officers, to tell you of the surrender?” Onoda says yes, so the Japanese government locates one of the officers and flies him to Lubang, and Onoda, after nearly 30 years, would FINALLY surrender.

In many ways, this story gives a profound picture for us today, who are living lives as if Jesus, the Prince of Peace had never been birthed and won the battle!  Still fighting in the hills of our lives as if Jesus was not the victor. The leaflets have been dropped: Jesus, the Prince of Peace, was born, died, and, resurrected, has won the victory! We would think that news would change our world and our insides. Yet, the world has been at peace less than 8% of recorded history.  In over 3,000 years, over 8,000 peace treaties have been broken.  Why don’t we have more peace globally, and why don’t we have more peace in our own hearts?  If anxiety is the opposite of peace, then we as a nation seem to be living as if Jesus never won the battle.  Anxiety disorder is now the most common mental illness in our country. Forty million people, 18.1% of the population, live crushed under anxiety. 
What’s going on here?  So many of us are still fighting, not realizing that through the Prince of Peace Jesus, we have victory over anxiety, It’s also odd that anxiety always seem to peak this time of year when we are supposed to be welcoming in the Prince of Peace. Yes, for those who lost loved ones, or are going through a difficult time, Christmas seems to rob us even more of that peace, so that a season of joy is so often a season of torment.
Well, put a bookmark there and let me take you to another place filled with anxiety.  Last week we talked about Isaiah and the deep darkness covering the land of Judah, the southern part of the promised land.  Today, we shift to another Prophet named Micah describing that same darkness.  Micah was just two years older than Isaiah and dedicated his life to the same issues Isaiah did. Micah condemns those in Judah for breaking the 10 commandments over and over again. He predicts their punishment and announces to them hope and a future.  Micah is speaking to a people deeply suffering from anxiety. A people living in fear of their northern neighbor, Assyria.  And their anxiety was warranted, as 46 cities in Judah would be brutally destroyed. Micah therefore preaches something I want you and me to remember forever. Micah, with all the strength he’s got, yells out to the anxiety ridden, “Peace is coming, peace is coming!” “You, Bethlehem Ephrathah, out of you will come one who will rule over Israel.  He will stand and shepherd the flock in the majesty and in the name of God and all the people will live with security. His greatness will reach to the ends of the earth, and He will be their peace.”
Micah says this man of peace will come not from Jerusalem, not from a king living in the capital, but from the small village of Bethlehem, six miles south of Jerusalem. Can you believe the specific accuracy of Micah?  So powerful is Micah that in Matthew Chapter 2, the Wisemen quote Micah when King Herod asks, “Where is this King of Peace going to be birthed?”  The wisemen reply, “In Bethlehem of course, that’s what Micah said!”  As one scholar wrote years ago, “The hinge of history is on the door of a Bethlehem Stable.”  Yes, Bethlehem, the hinge of history, opening its door to the author of all peace.
We know the rest of the story.  Yes, Jesus would be born just as everyone said, something in fact we will re-enact just 24 hours from now during our pageant!  So, why is it then, if peace has come, why are we all living with such anxiety, and the very lack of peace?  Why are we still fighting in the hills if the battle is over?  Paul explains it in the book of Ephesians Chapter 2 as he writes, “Now in Christ Jesus, you who were once far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ-- for Jesus himself is our peace who has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility.”  That dividing wall of hostility, the guerilla warfare up in the mountains, is still our main temptation.
[bookmark: _GoBack]What is that dividing wall of hostility?  The wall of hostility is sin, sin we inherited from Adam and Eve that demands we live life without God. I can do it myself. I don’t need God. It’s the in-born hostility toward Jesus, the very one promised to save us from the anxious hostility! We might translate that wall of hostility this way:  While I culturally believe in Jesus, He has no power to change my circumstance, take away my anxiety, and tear down the wall of my inner pain.

Micah is saying…but He Does!  Micah says Jesus is our Peace. Jesus, in John 16, takes Micah deeper:  I have come so that in me, you would have peace, deepest inner peace. Which leads to my favorite definition of peace. Peace is the contentment in the bottom of our souls, a contentment that rests in the arms of Jesus.  Peace is the contentment in the bottom of our souls, that rests in the arms of Jesus.  Which means you might be in a tantalizingly painful storm of life right now. You are seeing a loved one fade into the arms of Jesus, or still reeling from a loss years ago, or an unforgiven relationship where you’ve been betrayed by your most trusted confidant in all of life. 
But because of Jesus the Prince of Peace, even in the midst of all that swirling pain, you can still have peace in the bottom of your souls that rests in the arms of Jesus.  Jesus came to smash the power that the wall of hostile-sin has over us. Our mission as followers of the Prince of Peace is to surrender to Jesus, surrender to the true identity that we are victorious sons and daughters of the Prince of Peace Jesus. This means that Peace is not just the absence of conflict or a storm free life. Peace is not just a feeling, a state of mind, or a geographical place. No, peace is deepest contentment in the arms of Jesus. Which is why at the end of every service, we can say those radical words, “The peace of God that passes all understanding.”  It’s a supernatural peace!
Let me ask you directly, have you surrendered to the only one who can give you peace? Or like Hirro, are you still fighting in the hills alone and aloof? Jesus is peace, which is why we can say: N.O. Jesus. N.O. Peace. But, K.N.O.W. Jesus. K.N.O.W. Peace. How do we get to know this peace?  Pretty simple, it means praying, Lord Jesus forgive me of all those times I’ve not trusted you and instead fought my own way. I surrender to you. Forgive me and live in here. When we surrender to the Prince of Peace, two things happen. 
1.  The dividing wall of hostility between us and God disappears, that wall of hostility is gone because Jesus removes our sin and we are given peace.
2. Surrender removes the wall of hostility between us and others.  
Jesus, forgiving the unforgivable on the cross, enables us through His Holy Spirit to forgive the unforgivable in others. Which is why Micah, that minor prophet is so powerful, for he points over and over to Jesus as the Prince of Peace, the one who would say, “My peace I give you, do not let your hearts be troubled. Do not be afraid, I have told you these things so that in me, you may have total peace.” Jesus destroys the boomerang of hurt! You hurt me, I hurt you. I Hurt you, you hurt me. Only Jesus can break the cycle!  Jesus says, “Allow me to take the revenge you have, I will work it out, you don’t have to.”  It’s why the detail of Jesus being birthed in Bethlehem is significant.  The name Bethlehem means House of Bread. The area of Bethlehem, what Micah called Ephrathah, means fruitfulness. In other words, Jesus is saying, Come to me, I am your strength, I am your bread. I will draw you out of anxiety and give you a fruitful life!
This is what Christmas is!  God through the Bethlehem story dropping leaflets to earth saying, surrender to me, the battle has been won, I am your peace and strength!  Only in me will you find deepest peace, meaning, strength, and fruitfulness! Christmas is just more leaflets of God’s love saying I have saved you!  Accept the terms of your surrender!
I find it so fascinating that Hirro Onoda didn’t just surrender. He had to surrender all his weapons of hostility. History tells us that Hirro literally surrendered his sword, his Aris -also known as a 99 Rifle, 500 rounds of ammunition, hand grenades, and his own dagger. What are your weapons of hostility that need to be surrendered? Unforgiveness?  Anxiety?  Rage? Regret? Unless we surrender these things to the Prince of Peace, we will live lives just hurting others. Hurt people, hurt people. 
Back to Onoda one last time. During those 29 years of living hostility in the hills, he shot and killed several villagers and police in day and night raids.  But after he surrendered his weapons, everything changed.  He was given a peace that then helped him bring peace to the world!  When Onoda returned to Japan, he was scandalized by the withering of Japanese values. In 1984, he established an educational camp for young people. In 1996, he donated 10,000 dollars for the local school on the Philippine island of Lubang!
My Friends, come out of the hills of bad relationships. Start living as if Jesus won! I know there might be some of you who are saying but, Father Al, “I know I need to live this way, but my past is too full of anxiety and pain.” I have good news for you. If you surrender and ask God to forgive and restore you, He will! In fact, God, through another minor prophet named Joel, says to you and me, “I can and will restore to you the years the swarming locusts have eaten, the crawling, consuming, and chewing locusts.  You shall know I am the Lord your God, and there is no other.” You have another chance.  Just as Suzuki begged Onoda to surrender, today is our day of surrender, to live the peace Jesus came and died to give us.
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