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We are in week three of our spring series on the ten core virtues of the Christian life. These ten virtues flow out of our ten core spiritual practices, which are based on our ten core beliefs (Think). So, to be like Jesus, we must do like Jesus, and think like Jesus. 

In his book Invitation to a Journey, M. Robert Mulholland says transformation, formation or discipleship is a lifelong journey. “Spiritual formation is the process of being conformed to the image of Christ for the sake of others.” 

I like his definition because we are not expected to have all the fruit, all the maturity instantly. We are describing the fruit or virtue we should see in each other, and our neighbors and family should, over time see in us. We are not checking the box to say we’ve got it, but we desire the kind of transformation that gives our lives integrity as followers of Jesus. We are looking for small steps of growth, becoming aware of how God is already at work in my life. And secondly, our formation is not to be self-actualized, or to be happier, but to accomplish God’s purposes in the lives of others. 

Today we look at peace. Our key idea is: I am free from anxiety because (or “In the midst of anxiety”) I have found peace with God, peace with others and peace with myself.

And our key verse comes from Philippians 4:1-9: 

1 Therefore, my brothers and sisters, you whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, stand firm in the Lord in this way, dear friends! 2 I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to be of the same mind in the Lord. 3 Yes, and I ask you, my true companion, help these women since they have contended at my side in the cause of the gospel, along with Clement and the rest of my co-workers, whose names are in the book of life. 4 Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! 5 Let your gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near. 6 Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. 7 And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 8 Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things. 9 Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with you. Philippians 4:4-9 

The word peace is mentioned twice in this passage in Philippians. The first time it says: “And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” Before we talk about what peace looks like or does in our lives, let me say something about the biblical understanding of peace in Christ Jesus. 

Peace is shalom, a state of wholeness and unity, a restored relationship. The assumption in the New Testament is that we have peace with God through a relationship with Christ. Paul writes:

Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, 2 through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. And we boast in the hope of the glory of God. Romans 5:1-2

We stand in the grace of God because of our faith in Jesus. We are in Christ because we have been reconciled with God through Christ, we have been justified through faith in Christ. That came about, not because of how good we were, or what we accomplished, but by God’s grace. Grace is the foundation of all peace with God, ourselves and with others. When we respond to the invitation to follow Jesus, we are reconciled with God. We are no longer enemies against God, but we are with him. We are in him. 

So, now let’s look at what God’s peace does in our lives. 

1. Peace addresses our anxiety. 

6 Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.

Our video this morning told the story of a time when Jesus and the disciples crossed the Sea of Galilee. I’ve been on the Sea of Galilee, and like many large lakes, the weather can change from calm to dangerous. 

That day when evening came, he said to his disciples, “Let us go over to the other side.” 36 Leaving the crowd behind, they took him along, just as he was, in the boat. There were also other boats with him. 37 A furious squall came up, and the waves broke over the boat, so that it was nearly swamped. 38 Jesus was in the stern, sleeping on a cushion. The disciples woke him and said to him, “Teacher, don’t you care if we drown?” 39 He got up, rebuked the wind and said to the waves, “Quiet! Be still!” Then the wind died down and it was completely calm. 40 He said to his disciples, “Why are you so afraid? Do you still have no faith?” 41 They were terrified and asked each other, “Who is this? Even the wind and the waves obey him!” Mark 4:35-41

This is a real situation. Jesus is not a fisherman, like the others, but they look to him for help because they believed Jesus could do something. He was asleep and they asked him a question we might have asked before: “Don’t you care?” 

We wrestle with the belief that God can do anything through prayer. So ask, seek, knock. But when nothing happens, or nothing happens according to our expectations of results and timing, we assign blame. “Jesus, don’t you care about my family, my work, my health?”

It’s important to establish the fact that he does care. The timing of Jesus, like the raising of Lazarus “too late” gave rise to the fear and disappointment in Jesus. This is true for us as well. 

This is a real dire situation and their anxiety is real. But the anxiety often comes from the storm on the outside and the storm on the inside. We become anxious to varying degrees because circumstances arise that cause some of us to respond calmly and others respond more violently. 

There is a continuum of anxiety. If we experience no anxiety or we experience extreme anxiety we are abnormal. It’s normal to feel anxiety—it helps us know how to respond to dangerous situations. But there is an anxiety that isn’t helpful, that gets in the way of peace with God, others and myself. That kind of anxiety usually points to an inner storm that is set off by the outer storm. 

 There is a storm inside and a storm outside. The outside storm sheds a light on our inner storm. What is that fear that is causing me to react so violently? Because of my life experience, for me it is loss. Whenever I think I might lose something physically, or lose my reputation, or an opportunity, I react out of fear and anxiety. What is your inner storm or button that gets pushed? Injustice, fear of death, abandonment, disappointment?

Last Monday, a day after I preached on joy, I ran into someone in our church. She told me she heard the message on joy and bought it, signed up for it, wanted joy in all circumstances. Then within two hours she got a disturbing call and it raised her anxiety because the situation was not fair. A day later she could still fill the anger in her gut. Her response was “I guess I don’t have joy.” So we talked about the situation and how this button gets pushed all the time. She has joy, except in these situations that seem unfair. As we talked about it, we realized she is a person of joy, except in those situations. If joy comes from knowing God is present and at work to make things new in us, then joy can come from simply acknowledging our anxiety and look forward to what God is going to do in you--my joy might be simply that God is at work changing my heart.

So, back to the story.

Do I believe Jesus is present in the boat? Yes. Do I believe he’s at work? Do I believe he has the power to make this new, or at least do something new in me? Yes. 

We can trust Christ with our lives. We trust his timing, we trust his power, and we trust he is with us in the boat, even when it looks like he’s not doing anything. 

If we are in Christ, we are able to trust him with our lives. We have ultimate security in our relationship with Christ, so that nothing can separate us from his love. We don’t need to worry or be anxious by the storms of life because we know he’s in control, and he’s in the boat with us. 

Not only are we in him, but also he is in us. And because Christ is in us, he fills us with his spirit. And his promise to the disciples of the Holy Spirit is paired with his promise of a special kind of peace. It’s a peace that Jesus offers by his Holy Spirit living in us. 

Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid. John 14:27

Like joy, peace comes from experiencing God’s presence in the midst of circumstances that are not our choosing, and are challenging for us. 

Write down: What is an anxiety or fear you’d want to address in your life?

2. Peace helps us make and seek (not just keep) peace. 

2 I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to be of the same mind in the Lord. 3 Yes, and I ask you, my true companion, help these women since they have contended at my side in the cause of the gospel, along with Clement and the rest of my co-workers, whose names are in the book of life.

Paul is calling the two women and the whole church to make peace. This is important because their conflict can create conflict within the church. He’s calling them not just keep the peace but to make peace. There’s a difference. 

We keep the peace by avoiding conflict. Not all conflict is the same. Sometimes the best we should do is to be magnanimous, gracious to one another, and bear with each other’s imperfections. Keeping the peace is not bringing up difficult things in order not to make waves. But Paul says we are called to make and seek peace, not just keep the peace. 

We make peace by looking up to God’s grace, looking in for humility and where I might have wronged the other, and looking out to connect with others in grace and forgiveness. (Peacemaker Ministries)

Bear with each other and forgive one another if any of you has a grievance against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you… Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace. Colossians 3:1-17 (Romans 12:17-21)

Paul writes: Rejoice in the Lord always, again I say rejoice. Let your gentleness be evident to all, the Lord is near. 

He is in the boat. We can make peace by forgiving one another. And we can make peace by what we think about and do: 

8 Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things. 9 Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice. And the peace of God will be with you. 

We give each other the benefit of the doubt, think the best of each other, and focus on the good things God is doing among us. And we put into practice those things we know how to do, even when we may not know how to resolve our differences. We can get sideways by being critical and pointing out what is wrong. But if God is near, if God has done great things among us and for us, how do we focus on what God is already doing that is good and right, noble, praiseworthy. 

It’s easy to become critical like the world we live in. We watch news that’s mostly bad because good news rarely makes the broadcast. Reality shows are often the side shows of the circus, showing the most bizarre. Competition shows makes everyone a critic. I’m looking for a little more crunch, or citrus, or am I being judged like Dancing with the Stars or Chopped? And for that reason you’re chopped, or you’re fired, or you didn’t get the rose, or… Everyone is a critic, we respond immediately with a better idea or a criticism.

Paul says we bear with each other and forgive, we don’t talk about people but to people. We make peace, recognizing that we have peace with God because of grace, so we treat each other with grace. We encourage each other to do what Paul says: As far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. We don’t hold a grudge, we don’t bite and devour each other, and we work out our issues in community, seeking unity and peace with one another. 

It’s important that we work that out in our marriages, our friendships with each other, because we want to reflect a life together that points our world to the God of Peace, the Prince of Peace and the Spirit of Peace. And it becomes a laboratory for the way we make peace or seek peace in the world. 

This was Israel’s challenge. They lived in the Promised Land where they worshiped and lived and worked among other people of the Book. But when they were taken into exile they began to wonder how to respond in a culture that didn’t support their beliefs or values. That creates anxiety. And we could think the same way. We expect the world to affirm what we believe and value as Christians. So will we fight against culture (dominate), or build walls to protect ourselves (fortify) or become just like the culture (assimilate)? Or is there another way for us to behave that points to the God of peace? Jeremiah had a message for those living in exile: 

This is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says to all those I carried into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon (just knowing that God carried them into exile reduced their anxiety): 5 “Build houses and settle down; plant gardens and eat what they produce. 6 Marry and have sons and daughters; find wives for your sons and give your daughters in marriage, so that they too may have sons and daughters. Increase in number there; do not decrease. 7 Also, seek the peace and prosperity of the city to which I have carried you into exile. Pray to the Lord for it, because if it prospers, you too will prosper.” Jeremiah 29 :4-7

We pray for peace, we make peace with each other and we seek peace in the world. We demonstrate God’s shalom as an evidence of his kingdom at work in the world. This idea is a different idea for the church in my lifetime. We have always thought of ourselves in the Promised Land as churches in America. But for decades it’s become clearer that we are in exile. 

According to Jeremiah, we are to seek the peace of the city where God has placed us. If it prospers we will prosper. So our engagement with the world around us is to bless. 

We live with gentleness and peace. We bless and serve and demonstrate there is a God who loves and has created us for a purpose because we live in relationship with God through Jesus. We live as people of peace and we seek the peace of the city. 

Where are the opportunities right now to be peacemakers in our world? Where are their places of division and injustice?

Political differences. We are a divided country politically. And some Christians can’t believe other Christians vote differently than they do. How can we submit our political ideology to our common faith in Jesus? How can we agree to disagree or honor each other’s opinions while retaining our unity in Christ?

Muslim neighbors. Radical Islam is terrorizing the world. They are killing Christians in unprecedented numbers and killing other Muslims as well. Our peaceful Muslim neighbors are stereotyped and live in fear. How can we be people of peace to them?

Race relations. Whether there is actually racial tension in the US or not, the anxiety is high. How can we be people of peace, seeking peace with people who look different that we do? 

Write down: Where is God calling you to make or seek peace?

3. Peace comes from prayer for all things at all times. 

6 Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. 7 And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

Peace comes from praying about anything, every situation with thanksgiving. What kind of things should we pray for? What did Paul tell his young protégé, Timothy, to pray for in the first century?

I urge, then, first of all, that petitions, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for all people— 2 for kings and all those in authority, (Wait, are you getting political? Yes. We are called to pray for those in authority, for kings and presidents and dictators.) that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godliness and holiness. 3 This is good, and pleases God our Savior, 4 who wants all people to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth. 5 For there is one God and one mediator between God and mankind, the man Christ Jesus, 6 who gave himself as a ransom for all people. This has now been witnessed to at the proper time. 7 And for this purpose I was appointed a herald and an apostle—I am telling the truth, I am not lying—and a true and faithful teacher of the Gentiles. 8 Therefore I want the men everywhere to pray, lifting up holy hands without anger or disputing. 1 Timothy 2:1-8

What would happen if we all prayed for those in authority over us politically? Our witness to the world is to live peacefully and quietly in all godliness and holiness, without anger or disputing. I don’t know but I hear a lot of believers pretty angry about politics. 

What would happen if our godliness and holiness pointed to a God of Peace? Does he care about us? Yes, he wants all people to be saved. Jesus is our mediator, the one who made peace for us by his death on the cross. Through him we can pray for everything. 

And we pray with thanksgiving. We give thanks that God is present. Jesus is in the boat. We give thanks that God is at work. We may not know the timing or the outcome, but we are thankful that God cares and is at work in the world and in us. And we give thanks that God is in the process of making all things new—and that includes us as well. 

I’d like to spend some time together in prayer, asking God for his peace, and that we would make and seek peace in a way that God receives all glory and honor. 

Closing Prayer: God, thank you that you are the God of Peace. Thank you that you sent Jesus as the Prince of Peace. Thank you Jesus for sending your Holy Spirit to live in us as the Spirit of Peace. We bring before you the outer and inner storms of our lives. Calm them, heal them, and bring us your peace. We bring before you places in our world that need your peace. Help us to seek peace in our cities, help us to heal the brokenness and injustice in our neighborhoods. And we pray that all that we do points to you as the God of Peace. Amen. 























