
Lay Reader Sermon Series III


The First Sunday after Easter


psalter:
Psalm 103
1st lesson:
Isaiah 43:1-12
2nd lesson:
John 20:19-31
"The Peace of God"
"The same day at evening, being the first day of the week, when the doors were shut where the disciples were assembled for fear of the Jews, came Jesus and stood in the midst, and saith unto them, Peace be unto you."

"The same day" was the day of Resurrection, on which Saint John and Saint Peter had already seen the empty tomb, and the grave clothes, and John had understood at once what it meant. It was the day on which Mary Magdalene had seen the Risen Lord, and talked to Him, in the garden where the tomb was located. Now He came to be with His disciples in the same room where He had been with them for the Last Supper. He was keeping a promise He had made while they were all still in Galilee, in which He had said, "Where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them." (Matthew 18:20)

It was the first day of the week, which soon became the day of Christian worship, instead of the seventh day. His greeting – "Peace be unto you," or "Shalom" – was more than a good wish; it was an effectual gift. As someone has seen, it is one of the blessings that His followers can expect when they gather in His name on the first day of the week.

In this gift to the Apostles. He was keeping another promise which He had made in this room, on the night before He was betrayed. For He had said, "Peace I leave with you, my peace I give unto you: not as the world giveth, give I unto you. Let not your heart be troubled, neither let it be afraid." (John 14:27) This peace has been recognized as "an assurance, a tranquility, an inner strength" which we can see in His followers, especially after the gift of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. It has been compared to the serenity of a country under a good and just ruler. It's not simply freedom from trouble, but all that makes for our highest good under God.

It also consists in right relationships with God and with each other in the Church. It means giving and receiving forgiveness. It means that all who turn to God can know His peace; but sin destroys it, because it cuts people off from Him. The book of Isaiah says it this way: "Peace, peace to him that is far off, and to him that is near, saith the Lord; and I will heal him." Then the prophet describes the unhappy condition of those who do not rely on God: "The wicked are like the troubled sea, when it cannot rest, whose waters cast up mire and dirt. There is no peace, saith my God, to the wicked." (Isaiah 57:19-21)

At the Last Supper, the disciples were anxious about their Lord's coming departure. The peace which He promised them is described as "the opposite of (their) troubled and fearful hearts." It's "the absence of fear and anxiety;" and on a positive note, it is "serenity . . . confidence, and courage in the midst of trouble and tribulation."

The peace which Christ gives comes to those who are faithful to Him in all circumstances. It's the peace of those who have a good conscience before God, knowing that by His grace they have been true to Him. As Isaiah says, "The work of righteousness shall be peace; and the effect of righteousness quietness and assurance for ever." (Isaiah 32:17)
The peace which Christ gives comes to us also because we know that when we fail Him, our sins are forgiven when we turn to Him in repentance. He gave the ministry of the forgiveness of sins to the apostles and to His Church, and all who receive its benefits know the peace which it brings.

"My peace I give unto you," Jesus said. As someone has pointed out, only Christ can give that peace, because He alone possesses it. He went on to say, "These things I have spoken unto you, that in me ye might have peace." (John 16:33) "In me" – on this last night with the disciples. He used the metaphor of a grape vine and its branches to describe the relationship between Himself and His followers. "I am the vine, ye are the branches: He that abideth in me, and I in him, the same bringeth forth much fruit: for without me ye can do nothing." (John 15:5) If we want the fruit of His peace in our lives, we must abide in Him; and we abide in Him through scripture, sacrament, worship, prayer, and faithfulness to Him in our daily lives.

At the end of every communion service, we hear the blessing that begins with these familiar words, "The Peace of God, which passeth all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in the knowledge and love of God, and of his Son Jesus Christ our Lord." This first part of this blessing is taken from the Apostle Paul's letter to the Philippians. He prefaces the assurance of Christ's peace by urging them to rejoice constantly in God, to be faithful to Him, and to be anxious about nothing. Then he says, "In everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God." For if they will live like that, he concludes, God's marvelous peace will keep them (Philippians 4:4-7). That is, it will stand guard over them; and it passes understanding, because people can't produce it in their own lives, or explain how it can be in their hearts in the sinful and tumultuous world in which they live, except by the power of God.

Christ's promise of peace doesn't mean that we will never have troubles or problems. It does mean that He will be with us in whatever comes. In the Old Testament lesson, we heard the prophet talking of God's presence with us in all things, and speaking of troubles in terms of passing through waters, rivers, and fire. He expressed the truth of God's sustaining presence in these encouraging words: "When thou passest through the waters, I will be with thee; and through the rivers, they shall not overflow thee: when thou walkest through the fire, thou shalt not be burned; neither shall the flame kindle upon thee. For I am the Lord thy God, the Holy One of Israel, thy Saviour."

To have God with us in the person of His Son is to be at peace. "Lo, I am with you always," He said to His disciples. We can be especially aware of this promise when we gather in His name to worship, and He comes to stand in our midst and say, "Peace be unto you."
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