“Peace Like a River”

selected texts

“I’ve got peace like a river, 

I’ve got peace like a river, 

I’ve got peace like a river in my soul…”


Do you remember singing that chorus in your younger years? I know I do. It had a catchy melody and it was easy to sing along.


Wasn’t so easy to live it, though, was it?


Peace is one of those things everybody talks about but few people really know about. World history is a tragic example of our lack of peace. One authority has said that in a total of 3,530 years of recorded civilization, only 286 of those years have been spent without war taking place on this globe. During that same period of time, 8,000 peace treaties were broken.
 As one comic put it, “Washington has a large assortment of peace monuments. We build one after every war.”


A lack of peace exists between people on a local scale as well. Recently a mini-series on television highlighted the infamous Hatfield-McCoy feud that lasted over generations. Conflict abounds in politics, labor relations, interpersonal relationships—pretty much everywhere where there are people!


Peace is elusive in our personal lives as well. We all desperately want (and need) some peace and quiet in our day-to-day existence, but few of us ever find it. Some try to escape, some try to dull their minds with alcohol or medications, but none of them find that deep, inner peace that flows like a river.


The idea of peace dominates the Bible, appearing over 400 times in its pages.
 God is called “the God of peace”; Jesus is referred to as “the Prince of Peace”; and the words “grace and peace” become a favorite greeting among the early Christians. Yet so many believers fail to experience this peace mentioned so often in God’s Word. Why is that? Perhaps it is because we do not comprehend what God means by the word peace, nor do we understand how that peace works in our lives. This morning I would like to focus our attention on this idea of peace from a biblical perspective.

 I am not a Hebrew scholar, but there are a few Hebrew words from the Old Testament that I know. The name Yahweh literally means “I am that I am,” and is the personal name God revealed to Moses. The term hallelujah is actually a combination of two Hebrew words: hallelu, which means “praise”, and yah, which is short for the name Yahweh. Therefore, hallelujah means, “praise Yahweh.”

Then there is the word shalom, meaning “peace.” If you were to ask a number of people to define “peace,” you would probably hear a lot about the absence of conflict, stress, or even noise. (It’s hard to say “peace” without including “and quiet”, isn’t it?) Yet in the Bible, peace means much more than the lack of disturbance in our lives; the word shalom is a positive one. 


Eugene Peterson writes, 

Shalom, “peace,” is one of the richest words in the Bible. You can no more define it by looking up its meaning in the dictionary than you can define a person by his or her social security number. It gathers all aspects of wholeness that result from God’s will being completed in us. It is the work of God that, when complete, releases streams of living water in us and pulsates with eternal life. Every time Jesus healed, forgave or called someone, we have a demonstration of shalom.


Doesn’t that sound good? Isn’t that something we would all like to have in our lives? Let’s see what the Bible says about this peace, who gives it, on what grounds it is given, and what this kind of peace looks like.

The Giver of Peace


We must begin with the Giver of peace, who is none other than God Himself. We read in Judges 6:24, “And Gideon built an altar to the Lord there and named it Yahweh-Shalom (which means ‘the Lord is peace’)” [nlt]. Five times in the New Testament God is called “the God of peace”:

· Romans 15:33 – “The God of peace be with you all.”
· Romans 16:20 – “The God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet.”
· Philippians 4:9 – “And the God of peace will be with you.” 

· 1 Thessalonians 5:23 – “May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through.” 

· Hebrews 13:20 – “May the God of peace…”
Then, in 2 Thessalonians 3:16 Paul writes, “Now may the Lord of peace himself give you peace at all times and in every way.”

Jesus is likewise the Giver of peace. He told His disciples in John 14:27, “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.” Later, in John 16:33 He said, “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” Then, on three separate occasions recorded in John 20 Jesus greeted His disciples with the words, “Peace be with you!”

The Holy Spirit is also linked with the idea of peace in Romans 8:6, “The mind of sinful man is death, but the mind controlled by the Spirit is life and peace,” and in Galatians 5:22-23, where “the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace…” In this way we conclude that God is the only giver of peace. 


Some years ago I remember seeing a bumper sticker that had two phrases that are very true:

KNOW GOD…KNOW PEACE

NO GOD…NO PEACE

The Ground of Peace


If God is the God of peace (and He is), and if God truly wants us to experience peace (and He does), then why is peace such a scarce commodity in our world today? In short, sin has destroyed peace. Paul describes this problem in Romans 8:5-8, 

Those who live according to the sinful nature have their minds set on what that nature desires; but those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit desires. The mind of sinful man is death, but the mind controlled by the Spirit is life and peace; the sinful mind is hostile to God. It does not submit to God’s law, nor can it do so. Those controlled by the sinful nature cannot please God.


Paul contrasts the peace that comes through the Spirit of God with the hostility that comes with sin. Because of sin there is hostility with God and with one another, and there is no peace when hostility exists. Therefore something must be done to remove that hostility.


This brings us to the ground of peace—what peace is based on. Paul writes in Romans 5:1, “Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.” How was this accomplished? Colossians 1:19-20 explains:

For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross.


How ironic that the most violent, gruesome death known to man brought about peace! Yet it was necessary for Jesus to shed His blood to pay the price for our sin so that we could have peace with God. You see, God’s peace is not like the “peace” that the world offers. The world bases its peace on its resources, while God’s peace depends on relationships. To be right with God means to enjoy the peace of God.
 We also call this “salvation,” and the Hebrew word shalom is salvation in its most comprehensive sense.
 

The ground of peace, then, is found in the saving work of Christ on the cross. He alone has accomplished peace, and He alone offers peace in its truest sense.

The Gift of Peace


Now let’s consider the gift of peace itself. The Bible refers to peace as a gift from God, as in Psalm 29:11, “The Lord gives strength to his people; the Lord blesses his people with peace.” Just as salvation is a gift from God that we can never earn or deserve in ourselves, so this peace is offered to us based not on who we are or what we do, but on who God is and what He has done for us.


I would like to consider in closing three aspects of this gift of peace.


First, shalom means soundness. This is the primary meaning of the Hebrew term: “completeness,” “soundness,” and “well-being”.
 Ronald Sider writes,

Shalom, the Old Testament term for peace, is a rich, comprehensive word.﻿ ‘﻿Well-being﻿’ and ‘﻿wholeness﻿’ are good synonyms. Shalom refers to wholeness in every area: material abundance, national prosperity, right relationships among persons in society.


From biblical times to the present day, people in Israel greet each other with the word shalom, much as we greet others with the word hello. This greeting conveys the sense of wishing another person well, that they would find themselves in a state of soundness and overall good health. Such a greeting is seen in 3 John 2, where the apostle John writes to his friend Gaius, “Dear friend, I pray that you may enjoy good health and that all may go well with you, even as your soul is getting along well.” He is wishing him shalom.


Not only does shalom imply physical soundness, but mental soundness as well. Paul writes in 2 Timothy 1:7, “For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and of love and of a sound mind” [nkjv]. 


Most importantly, the peace of God provides spiritual soundness. This is seen in Mark 5:24–34. Verse 29 reports the physical healing of a socially and religiously unclean woman. Jesus, not content to provide mere physical relief, publicly discloses her faith and her healing, and thus effectively restores her to community and wholeness. In short, Jesus saves﻿ her. His final “﻿Go in peace﻿” is more than a parting blessing. It is the bestowal of shalom, the gift Jesus gives whenever he ministers to needy people.


Secondly, shalom means serenity. I suppose this is the way most of us think of the word “peace,” as in “peace and quiet.” While the Hebrew word shalom primarily meant soundness of body, mind, and spirit, the term “peace” is also used in another sense in the New Testament to describe calmness, tranquility and confi​dence in God in the midst of darkness and in the center of stress.
 Paul was able to write in Philippians 4:6-7,

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


Remember, he wrote those words from a prison, where he was detained for being a Christian! This is one thing that distinguishes God’s concept of peace from the world’s concept of peace: the world’s peace is dependent upon external circumstances, while God’s peace can rise above stormy surroundings because of internal confidence.
 This is how Jesus could say, “I don’t give peace as the world gives.” It is totally different.


Turn to Isaiah 26:3. In this text the prophet Isaiah is not writing about international peace. He’s talking about an individual at peace with him​self, with God, and with others. Isaiah writes, “You will keep in perfect peace him whose mind is steadfast, because he trusts in you.” Most English translations use the words “perfect peace,” but in the original Hebrew it reads, shalom shalom. Not “perfect peace,” but literally “peace, peace.” In the Hebrew, a term was repeated for emphasis. So here the idea is of an unending security, a sense of uninter​rupted, perpetual rest and calmness.


How do we get this kind of peace? Read the remainder of the verse. This peace comes to the one “whose mind is steadfast.” Steadfast is from a term that means “to lean, to rest, to support.” It’s the idea of being sustained as a result of lean​ing on something supporting you. The thought here is that you abandon all other crutches you could lean on, and place all of your anxiety, all of your being, and all of your circumstances on the only One who can support you. The word “mind” comes from a verb that means “to frame” or “to fashion, to form.” In the original Hebrew language, this particular construction has the idea of “a frame of mind.”
 This is not an occasional trust, a faith on display for one hour on Sunday, but a constant state of mind.

This leads to the third aspect of peace, shalom means security. We often think of peace with regards to quietness, but have you ever experienced a quietness that was anything but peaceful, that sort of eerie silence that causes your heart to beat faster in fear? The least little sound causes us to jump or scream (or both!) That is hardly peace!

God gives peace that breeds security within us. One of my favorite promises of the Bible is found in Jeremiah 29:11, “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.” Something I did not know about that passage, though, was that in the original Hebrew text, the word translated “prosper” is none other than the word shalom. What is God’s plan for my life and your life? To give us shalom.


Does this mean that our lives will never experience problems or pain, setbacks or stress? Of course not! Remember Jesus’ words in John 16:33, “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” Jesus assures us of two things: We will have trouble in this world, but in Him we may have peace. Why is this peace not automatic? Chuck Swindoll explains,

While we have this peace as a by-product of God’s grace, our ability to experience inner peace depends entirely on our trust in His sovereign care and steadfast goodness. He has promised tribulation; He also promised, however, that the victories of the world are short-lived. He has overcome the world; therefore, we may peacefully endure short-term suffering with the certain expectation of His ultimate triumph.


It all comes down to a matter of trust.


I’d like to close this message with a verse from the New Testament that has really spoken to me recently. It is not new to me, but the truth of it has been opened to me in a new way. We read in 1 John 4:18, 

There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect in love.


What is the opposite of peace? Fear, panic, insecurity…all of these words are antonyms of peace. Where does this fear come from? Warren Wiersbe observes,

If people are afraid, it is because of something in the past that haunts them, or something in the present that upsets them, or something in the future that they feel threatens them. Or it may be a combination of all three. A believer in Jesus Christ does not have to fear the past, present, or future, for he has experienced the love of God and this love is being perfected in him day by day.
 

Perfect love—that agapé love that comes only from God—drives out fear. In Christ, we are in a win-win situation…we cannot lose! Read Paul’s words at the end of Romans chapter eight: 
If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things? Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God who justifies. Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus, who died—more than that, who was raised to life—is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us. Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? …No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord [Romans 8:31-35, 37-39].


Some time ago, I saw a picture of a sheep resting in the arms of a shepherd. That sheep was the portrait of peace. There was no fear, no panic, no anxiety, no insecurity. That sheep was secure in the arms of the shepherd.


Such is the experience of the Christian who knows the peace of God “that passes all understanding.” You may not be able to explain it but you can enjoy it. In Christ we live in a no-lose situation. 


What can be more peaceful than that?

The Lord bless you and keep you;

the Lord make his face shine upon you and be gracious to you;

the Lord turn his face toward you and give you peace.

Numbers 6:24-26
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