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Peace

1 Thes 5

INT: The Nobel Peace Prize has been awarded to such people as Albert Schweitzer in 1952, Martin Luther King Jr. in 1964, Mother Teresa in 1979, Desmond Tutu in 1984, Nelson Mandela in 1993, and President Jimmy Carter in 2002. While many of us know about this honor and these famous people, few really know how the Nobel Peace Prize came to be.  It’s quite ironic.  Alfred Nobel was the chemist who invented and then manufactured dynamite.  In 1888, 12 years before his actual death, a French newspaper printed a premature obituary for him.  The headline read, “The Merchant Of Death Is Dead.”  The obituary went on to say that “Dr. Alfred Nobel, who became rich by finding ways to kill people faster than ever before, died yesterday.”   Upon reading of his demise, Nobel determined that he wanted to be remembered for something else.  He eventually managed to leave a different legacy by bequeathing most of his estate to fund the Nobel Prizes in Physics, Chemistry, Medicine, Literature, and of course – PEACE.   

In general, PEACE seems to be elusive from a worldly, human perspective.  When it comes to “peace on earth,” a study of the Canadian Army Journal found that since 3600 B.C. the world has only known 292 years of peace. During this period there have been 14,531 wars, large and small, in which over 3,640,000,000 people have been killed. And, when it comes to “inner peace,” statistics suggest this may be elusive as well. For instance, 13% of Americans suffer from an addiction to drugs or alcohol .. 10% of Americans admit to being addicted to pornography, (1/3 of whom are women)  ..  10% of Americans, both young and old, suffer from some kind of depressive disorder ..  Tranquilizers, antidepressants, and anti-anxiety medications account for ¼ of the all prescriptions in the US .. Researcher George Barna reports that over 50% of adults between the ages of 40-60 describe themselves as too busy .. and studies show that 50% of current marriages will end in divorce.  
Yet, the Bible assures us that there inner peace does exist and that one day, peace on earth will exist as well.  God tells us in His Word that the lack of peace … both on the planet and within us as human beings is because SIN that has separated us from God.  In the 8th Chapter of Paul’s Letter to the Romans we read that Creation fell into sin with us and is waiting to be liberated from the effects of it as well.  Therefore, we should not be surprised the Bible teaches that peace comes from FOCUSING upon God.  God said through Isaiah, “You will keep in perfect peace all who trust in you, all whose thoughts are fixed on you!” Is 26:3 (NLT).  IL:  Let me tell you a story to illustrate the point.   In the mid-17th century, Oliver Cromwell sent his secretary to the continent on some important, state business. One night during his travels he found he was unable to sleep. According to custom, servants slept in their master’s room.  One evening, while the servant was sleeping soundly, the secretary found himself unable to sleep.  He woke up the servant and told him that he could not rest because, as he said, “I am terribly afraid that something will go wrong with the diplomatic mission,” “Master,” said the servant, “may I ask  a question or two?” “Of course,” the secretary replied.  The servant continued. “Did God rule the world before we were born?” The master replied, “Most assuredly.” The servant continued his questions.  “And will He rule it after we are dead?” “Certainly He will,” the master responded.  “Then, master, why not let Him rule the present, too?” The servant’s questions stirred the secretary’s faith. He found a deep sense of peace. In a few minutes, they were both sound asleep. We don’t need to live in UNREST … FEAR …. ANXIETY … or WORRY.  PT:  Instead, we need to exercise faith, remembering that God is the Sovereign Lord of all that was, is, and will be.  As such, we can rest in Him. IL:  It’s interesting that when some Bible translators had difficulty finding a word from a particular tribal to use for PEACE, they finally settled on a combination of words --- “a heart that sits down.” It’s true that when our hearts sit down with God, even though the world around us may be filled with turmoil and fear, we can rest and be at peace. 

The Bible tells us in Isaiah 9:6 that the Savior is the “Prince of Peace.”  When the angels came to the shepherds to announce the birth of Jesus they said, "Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests," Luke 2:14.  Paul’s Letter to the Romans tells us why the Savior is the identified as the Prince of Peace .. and why his birth brings peace.  1 Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ … Rom 5:1.  It is our sin that separates us from God.  Because of our sin, we are in rebellion against God, whether we choose to acknowledge it or not. In Rom 5:10, the Bible actually goes so far as to describe us in this as “enemies” of God. That’s what makes the coming of the Savior so remarkable. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. Rom 5:8 
God sent His Son, the Prince of Peace, to end the conflict. Jesus gave his life as a sin offering upon the cross to purchase our forgiveness and make peace between God and us.  This is the Good News that makes for peace between us and God.  And the Bible goes on to say,  9 That if you confess with your mouth, "Jesus is Lord," and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved,  Rom 10:9.   
AP:  So when we are in sin and at odds with God, we have unrest within … and when we are at peace with God, we have peace within.  Here’s a quick gut check for you? Is there PEACE or UNREST WITHIN?  If there is UNREST, could it be that there too much of YOU and YOUR WILL … and not enough focus upon God .. upon God’s Sovereignty .. upon God’s will .. upon God’s grace .. . and upon God’s goodness?
TS:  In celebrating Christmas, we declare God’s faithfulness in keeping His promise to save us from our sins through the Savior’s coming.  But in celebrating Christmas as, with Christians throughout the centuries, we also celebrate God’s promise that Christ will return to usher in “a new heaven and a new earth.”   

The Apostle Paul gives us great insight into the Second Coming of Christ in his First and Second Letter to the Thessalonians.  Dr. Luke records in Acts 17 that during his second missionary journey, Paul established the church at Thessalonica. We read that almost immediately upon its creation, this body of believers had to endure persecution.  So shortly after leaving Thessalonica, Paul wrote these letters to assure them of his love .. to praise them for their faithfulness during persecution .. and to encourage them of their hope – which is the sure return of their Lord and Savior. While they suffered great difficulty, they nevertheless found an everlasting peace with God in Jesus Christ that transcended their circumstances.  And in looking forward to Christ’s return their faith and peace with God was reinforced.   Please open your bibles to 1 Thes 5.  
1.  In the midst of difficult circumstances and unrest, the Thessalonians were instructed to live in the EXPECTATION of Christ’s return.  They were to be PREPARED and keep WATCH.   1 Now, brothers, about times and dates we do not need to write to you, 2 for you know very well that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night. 3 While people are saying, "Peace and safety," destruction will come on them suddenly, as labor pains on a pregnant woman, and they will not escape. 4 But you, brothers, are not in darkness so that this day should surprise you like a thief. 5 You are all sons of the light and sons of the day. We do not belong to the night or to the darkness. 6 So then, let us not be like others, who are asleep, but let us be alert and self-controlled. 7 For those who sleep, sleep at night, and those who get drunk, get drunk at night. 8 But since we belong to the day, let us be self-controlled, putting on faith and love as a breastplate, and the hope of salvation as a helmet. 9 For God did not appoint us to suffer wrath but to receive salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ. 10 He died for us so that, whether we are awake or asleep, we may live together with him. 11 Therefore encourage one another and build each other up, just as in fact you are doing. 1 Thes 5:1-11  Of course, Jesus did not return in their life time. Paul acknowledged this in his later writings. But even then, he encouraged everyone to continue to live in the expectation of Christ’s immanent return. This is because living in the knowledge of Christ’s immanent return provides HOPE.  Regardless of what those believers were enduring, they knew when Jesus returned that their hardship would end.  At His Second coming, Jesus would judge the unrighteous and reward them for their faithfulness.  This is why Paul wrote in 1 Cor 4:5. Therefore judge nothing before the appointed time; wait till the Lord comes. He will bring to light what is hidden in darkness and will expose the motives of men's hearts. At that time each will receive his praise from God, 1 Cor 4:5. PT: In this, the Second Coming of Jesus can be likened to the proverbial light at the end of tunnel, providing God’s people with HOPE.  
2.  The Thessalonians were also instructed to live HOLY lives.  Paul speaks of this, first, in terms of their CORPORATE LIFE TOGETHER as the Church .. and second, in terms of their PERSONAL LIFE. Our corporate life together is important.  We were not meant to live as stand alone persons, but in godly community with each other. This is one of the reasons that we provide support within our church family … not just prayers and encouragement .. but also physical help and even monetary help for one another, when necessary.  From the corporate perspective of their life together as a Church we read,   12 Now we ask you, brothers, to respect those who work hard among you, who are over you in the Lord and who admonish you.  (This means you’re supposed to treat me nice … the elders, too … and the staff and ministry leaders.) 13 Hold them in the highest regard in love because of their work. Live in peace with each other,1 Thes 5:12-13.  Then, in terms of their personal lives we read, 14 And we urge you, brothers, warn those who are idle, encourage the timid, help the weak, be patient with everyone. 15 Make sure that nobody pays back wrong for wrong, but always try to be kind to each other and to everyone else. 16 Be joyful always; 17 pray continually; 18 give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus. 19 Do not put out the Spirit's fire; 20 do not treat prophecies with contempt. 21 Test everything. Hold on to the good. 22 Avoid every kind of evil, 1 Thes 5:14-22. While there is much food for us in these verses .. and I’d love to chow down on it with you, our focus today is on the PEACE God’s provides.  So let me say just a couple of brief things about our personal responsibility to live holy lives. In this, the believers were being encouraged to swim upstream, against the current of society.  EX: Swimming upstream is never easy.  When salmon swim upstream to lay their eggs, they are almost always so totally exhausted that they die shortly thereafter.  They expend themselves and all their energy to the goal of laying their eggs and giving life to the next generation of Salmon.  Living holy lives is like swimming upstream against the currents of this world and against the pull of the flesh, the (sinful) nature within.  We are to expend all our energies to this goal and be thereby become the light that shows others the way to God. This is why Jesus said, “In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven,” Mat 5:16.  So as these believers faced difficulty and hardship they were told to live holy lives by being merciful …  being joyful … being prayerful … being thankful … and being careful.  It’s interesting that throughout the New Testament, be the words of Jesus, the writings of the Apostles Paul, Peter, or John … the Second Coming of Christ is always associated with holy living in some way.  This is because  Return of Jesus urges us to make a CHOICE.  The choice is to either live for the things of this world that will fade away and count for nothing … or to live for the things of eternal value.  
AP:  Most of us know when we are living our lives right.  And we know when we are living our lives wrong. We know because our conscious tells us so.  That is why we can be divided within ourselves and feel uneasy at times.  IL:  Oh, we may like it the result when we get away with something that we did was wrong … but the pangs of our conscious remind us to stand up, confess, and be responsible for ourselves. EX:  If you catch the cashier giving you too much change, don’t just take it and walk away.  Give the overage back. EX: If you happen to accidently bump into another car in the parking lot with nobody was around, don’t drive away .. Leave your name and number on their windshield. EX: And if you are being confronted about the truth, don’t cover up or excuse what you have done, admit the truth .. even if the consequences seem rather harsh.  There is an unrest that comes from doing what we know is not right.  And there is a peace that comes from living a holy life .. doing the right thing .. even when it is costly.  

3. Then, the Thessalonians were encouraged to TRUST God to help them to live holy lives. Paul prays, 23 May God himself, the God of peace, (We can think of this as saying the God who makes peace between us and Him) sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. 24 The one who calls you is faithful and he will do it. 1 Thes 5:23-24.  These verses recognize that if we try to live holy lives through our own power, we will not succeed.  Nobody knows this better than Paul who was a Pharisee’s Pharisee. He strove for rightness under the Law in his own power only to discover that he was not only a proud sinner, in rebellion against God .. but ultimately, even became a murderer .. even justifying his sin through his religion.  None of us can live holy lives under our own power.  We simply don’t have what it takes. This is why Jesus said to his disciples that in his absence he was sending Another to take his place --- the Holy Spirit, the Enabler .. the paraklete. The Spirit is the One who works in us to help us walk more closely with God … and to live lives that reflect more and more of Jesus Christ and less and less of our worldly selves.  Sanctification is that process by which God helps us to become more and more like Christ .. through and through-- spirit, soul, and body.  God promises to complete this work in us.  And because God is engaged with us, our sanctification is ASSURED  … and we can have PEACE.  And so once again, it our focus upon God that generates PEACE.  

BIG IDEA:  Peace comes from being in right relationship with God … and from focusing upon God.  
AP:  Before I conclude, I just want to say that if you are struggling for some reason today … perhaps in your marriage … maybe with a parent, a child, a good friend  … OR, if you life is hard right now because of the uncertainty of these economic times … I encourage you to draw close to God.  If you feel unrest within .. then search out your heart.  Are you at peace with God? Or has sin found its way into your heart again?  Are you relying upon God to live a holy life? Or are you trying to do it yourself?  Don’t loose heart … Jesus will return to usher in a new day for us all. He will judge us accordingly.  This Christmas season, as you celebrate His coming … celebrate His promised return … and be reminded to live in the full expectation and hope of His immanent return.   Gospel: And if you have never opened up your heart fully to Jesus .. accepting His death for the forgiveness of your sins .. then may I encourage you to do so today.  Your peace with God begins with choosing to acknowledge your sin and need for God’s forgiveness. Take the opportunity this morning to make that decision and choose Christ!
IL:  I want to close with the story of a man who lost his wife, leaving him to be both mother & father to a six-year-old son. After her funeral father & son came home, both feeling alone & grieved by their loss. That night as they prepared for bed, the boy asked, "Daddy, may I sleep in your room tonight?" But neither one could seem to go to sleep. They both tossed & turned until late into the evening. Finally, the little boy asked, "Daddy, are you looking at me? Because if you are, I think I can go to sleep." And the father answered, "Yes son, I’m looking at you." Then the little boy started to rest & finally fell asleep. After he was asleep the father got out of bed, walked over to the window & pulled back the curtain. He looked up into the sky & said, "Father, are you looking at me? Because if you are, I think I can rest & be at peace." So can you!  
