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How God meets your deepest needs:

the path to personal peace

(Jehovah Shalom -- the God of peace)

Introduction

“Wear it…and you will feel serenity”
At least, that’s what the ad claims.

It’s a perfume from Japan called Peace.

Put a bit on…and you’ll feel serenity; 

you’ll have peace of mind.

If it only were that easy…

When I lived in Asia, 

I met numerous North Americans searching for inner peace.

They were seeking it 

in the exotic religions of India, Indonesia, Thailand and Tibet.

Now that I live on this side of the pond,

I continue to meet my fellow Americans looking for that peace.

Here, though, they’re exploring New Age rites and rituals in an attempt to find it.

Few of us, it seems, are at peace with ourselves.

Over the years, I have noticed three major sources of stress in our lives...

three situations that steal our serenity.

Peace of mind is hard to find – first of all -- when circumstances are uncontrollable.

You know how you feel when your flight is delayed or your car stuck in a traffic jam.

Those are minor matters beyond your control.

What happens if you want to continue studying, but can’t?


if you want to get married, but don’t?



if you want to buy a house and fill it with children, but it just doesn’t happen?




if you long to retire, but have to keep working?

When we can’t control what happens in our lives, we get frustrated.
Peace of mind also is hard to find when people are unchangeable.

Even though we know that people resist – even resent – change, 

we try anyway, don’t we?

We set up “personal improvement programs” 

for our children, our spouse, our mother-in-law.

We tell them “it’s for your own good”.

And when they don’t change, we get upset.

Finally, peace of mind is hard to find when problems are unexplainable.

Life is not fair.

Not every individual gets well;


not every couple lives happily ever after;



not every story has a happy ending.

Very often, we don’t know why.

And when we don’t answers, we get tense.
This morning, God has a word for everyone who is stressed out;

he tells us that he is Jehovah Shalom – the God of peace. [Judges 6:24]
He also reminds us that he wants to give us peace…the peace we seek.

Through his son Jesus, he tells you and me:


“My own peace I give you … Do not be worried and upset; do not be afraid.” 
John 14:27 TEV]

And through people who discovered his peace in the past,

God reveals to us the path to personal peace today.
Through people such as Job, Saul and David

God shows you and me how to find and even “feel serenity”.

Please note that God is not promising a rose-garden;

he does not promise a trouble-free life.

What he offers is peace amid the problems.

Remember what Jesus said:


“In this world you will have trouble…but in me you may have peace.” [John 16:33 NIV]
The path to personal peace

A – Accept what cannot be changed

The path to personal peace involves accepting what cannot be changed.
Worrying about what you cannot change…

resenting what you cannot change…



feeling guilty over what you cannot change…




will not give you any peace.

The path to personal peace involves accepting what you cannot change.
David was a powerful king.
He had grown accustomed to managing his own life...

and the lives of his people as well.

But, one day, his infant son fell gravely ill.
For 7 days, David didn’t eat…didn’t sleep;


all day and all night, he prayed…pleaded with God to save his baby boy.

But – after a week – the child died.

David’s advisors thought that he would lose it when he got the news.
They were astonished then


when David took a bath, got dressed, ate a big meal and went back to work.

They couldn’t understand, so David explained:

“While the child was still alive, I fasted and prayed.  I thought, “Who knows?  The Lord may be gracious and let the child live.  But now that the child is dead, why should I fast?  Can I bring him back?  I will go to him, but he will not return to me.” 

[2 Samuel 12:22-23 NIV]
A king named David accepted what he could not change.
How did he do that? we ask.

A pastor named Paul reveals the secret.

He tells us that accepting what cannot be changed


is not a natural ability;



it’s an acquired skill.
He says that he himself

“learned to be satisfied with the things I have and with everything that happens.” [Philippians 4:11 NCV]
How do we learn to be satisfied…to accept what we cannot change?

Pastor Paul shares that secret as well.

He says:

“I have learned the secret of being happy at anytime in everything that happens … I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.” [Philippians 4:12-13 NCV]
Serenity – it appears – does not come from a perfume;


it comes through prayer…and from God.

No wonder Reinhold Niebhur composed a prayer that millions say everyday:


“God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change…”

What do you do if your child is out of control?


if your friend or relative refuses to change? 


if your handicap or health problem defies explanation?
You do your best…


then let it rest.

You turn to God and pray – as many do every day –

God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.”

R – Relinquish control to God
The path to personal peace also involves relinquishing control to God.

Most of us – let’s admit it -- are control freaks.

At least, we want to control what happens in our own lives.

We don’t want anyone else

– even a God who may know better --

to micro-manage us.
We know that God has told us: 

“My ways are not your ways”;



but don’t we also tell him: “My ways are not your ways”?

The result is tension.
A man named Saul experienced that tension years ago.
Saul was a well-educated and well-connected teacher with a well-defined career path.

But God stood in his way.

He resented and resisted what God was doing in the world and with his life.

One day, when God literally blocked his path, Saul heard God ask: 

“Saul, why are you out to get me? Why do you insist on going against the grain?”

[Acts 26:14 MSG]

The rest of the story is history…or, should I say, “His story”.
Saul gave up the struggle, gave in to God. got God’s Spirit…

and went on to bigger and better things.

Later, after he had changed his name to Paul, 


he made a statement that summarizes the struggle he once faced...

the struggle that many of us are facing today.

In one of his letters, he wrote these words:

If a person’s thinking is controlled by his sinful self, then there is death.  But if his thinking is controlled by God’s Spirit, then there is life and peace. [Romans 8:6 ICB]
If we insist on controlling what we think, say and do – says Pastor Paul –

the result is death.

But if we relinquish control --


if God’s Spirit controls what we think, say and do – 

the result – promises the pastor – is life and peace.

I don’t know if you ever thought this through,

but – if you’re fighting God for the control of your life – 

you’re going to lose.

An old proverb puts it this way:

“Your arms are too short to box with God”.

I remember Mohammed Ali 

– when he was the heavyweight boxing champion of the world –



telling everybody: “I am the greatest! I am the greatest!”

I also remember seeing an older Ali trying to light the torch at the Olympic games.

Perhaps you saw him as well…


struggling up the stairs, 

struggling to light the torch with his hands shaking and body trembling.

I remember, most of all though, what Ali said in a following interview.

He told the world:


“God gave me this so that I could remember that I’m not the greatest, but he is.”

Do you still think that you – and your plans for your life – are the greatest?

In other words, are you still wrestling with God for the control of your life?

Are you still struggling with him because 

the job never materialized…

the marriage never happened…

the physical defect never disappeared?

Why not stop the struggle – and terminate the tension – today?

Serenity – it appears – does not come when a fragrance is released;


it comes when control is relinquished.

Pastor Paul says.

If (our) thinking is controlled by God’s Spirit, then there is life and peace. 

[Romans 8:6 ICB]
T – Trust God’s loving care

The path to personal peace finally involves trusting God’s loving care.

If you’ve seen the bumper sticker,

“you know what” happens.
A young child dies suddenly in a tragic accident.

Middle-aged mothers and fathers -- with families to raise – 
get cancer or lose their jobs.

Older folks see their retirement plans and pensions evaporate overnight.

And – as Rabbi Harold Kushner reminds us –


these “bad things happen to good people”.

Very often, we simply don’t know why.
So, instead of getting answers, we get anxious.

Job was a good man;


we’re told that he was the best that ever lived.

He also was healthy, wealthy and wise.
But one day, he lost everything –


his family, fortune and physical fitness gone in a flash.

Job barely understood what was happening in his life;

he didn’t have a clue why it was happening.

His friends tried to help…

but they gave him wrong answers.

God, on the other hand, didn’t seem to offer any help at all; 

he gave Job no answers.
What can we learn from this good man Job and his not-so-good story?
We today know what Job did not know:


that he was being tested.

This, I submit, helps to explain God’s silence…

in Job’s life long ago…and sometimes in our lives today.

After all, why would God give answers during a test?
Have you ever taken an exam

during which the teacher gave you the answers?

We also know what God said to Job at the end of the story…


the reasons God gave for his silence.

To Job, to you, to me, to everyone who has ever asked “why?”,

God says that he doesn’t owe anyone an explanation.

He reminds us 

that he is the Creator…we are the creatures.

He also mentions that, if he did provide an explanation, 


we probably wouldn’t understand it anyway.

He reminds us 

that his ways are much grander, his thoughts much higher than ours could ever be.

We finally know how Job survived the ordeal.
He simply trusted God.

He is the man who said, “Though he slay me, yet will I trust him”. [Job 13:15 KJV]
This, by the way, is the strategy that Pastor Paul recommends.
When “you know what” happens in our lives,


and we don’t know why,



we – says Pastor Paul – can simply trust God.

He tells us:

Don’t worry about anything; instead pray about everything; tell God your needs. [Philippians 4:6 LB]
And what’s the result?

The pastor goes on:

If you do this, you will experience God’s peace, which is far more wonderful than the human mind can understand. [Philippians 4:7 LB]
Serenity – it appears – does not come from trying a perfume called peace;


it comes from trusting a God with the name of Shalom – the God of peace.

Do you believe this?
If you’re skeptical, let me tell you another story: the story of Peter.

Peter and I were part of a ministry team that planted a church in Hong Kong.

Peter seemed destined to live a long life.
His parents remained in good health until they “died of old age”.

Peter himself ate all the right foods…did all the right exercises.

He retired 5 years ago…when he was 55.
He returned to school to the UK to get a post-graduate degree in counseling…
a tool he planned to use in witnessing for Jesus in southwest England.

One year ago, as he prepared to launch his counseling career,


he was diagnosed with stomach cancer.
He did his best to combat the disease:


he underwent surgery, radiation and chemotherapy;



he enlisted Christians from around the world to pray for him.

But in May of this year, he was told he had only months to live.

And last Monday – barely 60 years old – he was taken to a hospice facility for his final days.

Last week, a mutual friend from England passed through the Twin Cities.

She is a doctor who had seen Peter frequently during the past year.

She called and told me that she was amazed 
that Peter never asked the question 

that was on everyone else’s mind: “Why? Why me?”

Why did Peter never ask “why”?
I found the answer is his two most recent email messages.

He wrote the first one shortly after he learned he had only months to live.

“With Job of old I can say from my heart: ‘Though he slay me, yet will I trust him’.  I believe that God is encouraging me to embrace again that which is to me the very essence of faith: to trust in his wisdom when I cannot understand what is happening around me.  It is here, I know, that peace is found.”

The second one he sent two weeks ago.

“And how am I myself?  In all of this, the Lord is giving me a peace in my mind and heart.  Indeed, it truly is the ‘peace which passes understanding’.  It’s a real and living experience for me.  … Life is good and it feels as though I merely am making plans for another overseas trip – except that this time I know that I will not be coming back.”
Why can people like Peter, Paul and Job


-- why can people like you and me --



trust God?

Some will say: because God knows what is best.

But I like to say: because God has already done what is best.

You see, in spite of what Job said, 

God is not going to slay you or me.
Why? because he chose to slay his son instead.

He wants us to live…to live forever;

that’s why he sent – and sacrificed – his only son Jesus.
Think this through with me…

If God has done his best to take care of us forever after we die,


why wouldn’t he also care for us in the few years left before we die?

And if we trust God to take care of us forever after we die,


why shouldn’t we trust him to care for us in the few years left before we die?
The path to personal – and perpetual – peace involves trusting God’s loving care…now.
Conclusion

God offers to meet our deepest needs,


even our need for peace of mind.

However, before you and I can feel this serenity


-- before we can experience the peace of God --



we need peace with God.

Have you made peace with God yet?

Have you accepted the terms of this peace?

That is, have you accepted – as your very own – the peacemaker that God provided?

That pastor named Paul says:

We have peace with God because of what Jesus Christ our Lord has done for us. [Romans 5:1 NLT]
When you and I trust Jesus and what he did for us,


we not only get peace with God;



we also get the peace of God.

And that’s a promise.

A prophet from the past tells us:


You, Lord, give perfect peace to those who…put their trust in you. [Isaiah 26:3 TEV]
Let’s close with a prayer --


the serenity prayer…the complete serenity prayer.

We know the first three lines of this prayer;


but do we know what follows?

You see, what Reinhold Niebhur wrote forms a prayer,

not only to accept what we cannot change,

but also to relinquish control and simply trust God’s loving care.

In the complete serenity prayer, then,

we ask God to help us follow his path to personal peace.

God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change,

the courage to change the things I can,

and the wisdom to know the difference.

Living one day at a time;

enjoying one moment at a time;

accepting hardship on the pathway to peace.
Taking – as Jesus did – this sinful world as it is, not as I would have it;

trusting that you, God, will make all things right as I surrender to your will

so that I may be reasonably happy in this life

and supremely happy with you forever in the next.

Amen.
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