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“Unconditional Shalom”

John 20:19-31

April 15, 2007


Both of our scripture readings today have to do with telling the Good News of salvation, a gift of God through Jesus Christ. In the Acts reading the Apostles, fired by the Holy Spirit, “fill Jerusalem” with the story of Christ Jesus, his death and resurrection and gift of salvation to those who believe. The authorities demand they stop teaching or at least modify their teaching so as not to make the Jewish authorities the guilty party. The apostles refuse! There is but one truth and they are bound to tell it no matter their personal cost. They are teaching peace with God through the One who died on the cross, an unconditional shalom.

The reading from John is from the closing paragraphs of his Gospel. John writes, “Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name”. Unconditional shalom, peace!


In this life there is nothing more important than this; hearing or reading the Good News, believing the Good News, and receiving the Good News as your very own. Doing these three things; hearing, believing, and receiving can change your life forever, will change your life forever if you do all three.

Nothing more important! What do you expect a preacher to say? But it is the truth! This life at its best is pretty short. We want to make the most of it, and as Christians we believe that when this life is over we will step into eternal life. We don’t really know what eternal life is going to be like. But we sense that this time here is somehow important to the eternity there.

I know that for you young folks it seems that life will go on forever. But it is amazing how fast the time goes. Those of us who are a little older will tell you that the older you get the faster the days go. For us older folks life seems like a high speed rollercoaster on the final downhill run. Life is short, eternity is rushing up fast. We don’t want to waste the ride.

Life is short and it is also tough, even for those of us who live in this wealthy land. No matter what your age you have already learned how tough it can be. It doesn’t get any easier with age. The challenges change that’s all. Maturity helps us deal with the tough times, but it doesn’t get any easier. We need help! Even the most talented of us needs help. Friends will help us, education will help us, experience will help us, contacts will help us, but ultimately we need someone who has a better understanding of what we are going through, someone who will walk along side us. Our best laid plans can’t take into account future twists and turns of life. We need someone who can see our path ahead and help us navigate through the land mines. Only God can do that, only God knows the future, and the amazing thing is that he wants to help us. The bad news is that sin separates us from God. The Good News is that Christ is God’s bridge to us.

Our Gospel reading takes us to a time when the disciples of Jesus were terrified for their lives. The crucifixion of their friend and Lord is raw on their minds. They are afraid they may be next. They bolt themselves away from the world … but Jesus comes bringing his powerful peace. Nothing can stop him, nothing then, nothing now. When we hear and believe nothing can keep God’s peace from our lives.

The acts reading takes place some months after the John story. Peace has come into the lives of the disciples. They have seen Jesus, he has defeated death. They have much to tell the world, but in obedience to the Lord they wait for something else, for a gift from the Father. And on the day we call Pentecost the gift came as if tongues of fire. The men filled with the peace of God found that they could contain it no longer. They spilled out into the streets of Jerusalem boldly telling anyone who would listen the Good News. Some people embraced it, some didn’t.

Many people have read or heard the Good News of Jesus Christ and have walked away unchanged. The bible calls that attitude a “hardened heart”. A person with a hardened heart hears the Good News and thinks to themselves, “I am not going to believe that! I am not even going to consider the possibility. That kind of news threatens my way of life & complicates my lifestyle. I don’t need any more complications and so I will just ignore it.” They harden themselves against God.


I hate to admit it, but I tend to be like that about the news. Not God’s news, because I know from experience that God’s news is always aimed at helping me, so I try to get a daily dose of God’s news. No, I mean the daily news, the newspapers and television news. I rarely, if ever, turn from the news media feeling better than I did before. I don’t like to feel bad or angry or helpless. And so I have gradually weaned myself off media news. I quickly scan Internet news but rarely read a full article.

Avoiding the news is both good and bad. I feel better about the world because I don’t read the news, but I am ignorant of the things that are happening. I miss some really good things because I don’t know about them. Some news doesn’t need to be heard, and some news is so important that to harden ourselves against it is a tragedy. The Good News of Jesus Christ is that kind of critically important news we must not miss!


We read the news of Jesus in the bible. We see the news of Jesus dramatically presented in movies like “The Nativity”, “The Passion of Christ”, and others. We hear the news of the Christ on radio and television. But hearing is not enough. We must believe the Good News for it to become good news for us.


The other night as I was watching television I saw the same add for the Ab Buster at least twenty-five times. I saw it so often that I was becoming like my grandchildren who have the words to commercials and songs memorized. I was anticipating the commercial, not in a good way. But I am not in the least inclined to let them in the door. I am not going to buy the Ab thing even if they will let me have it for five easy payments, money back guaranteed. I am not going to bite.


Some of us are that way with the Good News of Jesus Christ. We will listen, again and again, but we never go any further. The Good News makes us feel good, Christian music is nice listening, even the radio preacher’s message is positive, it gives us hope, as it should. But we never take the next step to apply the Good News to ourselves. We never really believe it, if we did we would make it our own. The unconditional peace, the Shalom of God, will never come to one who listens and never applies the Good News because he hasn’t bought into the Good News, he doesn’t really believe any more than I believe in the Ab thing.


The disciples of Jesus thought the Good News of Jesus was so important that they were willing to tell it even if it might mean their crucifixion or stoning, and for many of them it did. The apostle John wrote the story of Jesus because he hoped that when you and I heard it we would believe and experience the life that can only come through believing. God wants us to have His unconditional shalom, his unconditional peace. That peace comes through belief in what God has done for us through Jesus His only begotten Son.


Our sin has made us God’s enemy. We are not naturally at peace with God. The bible says “All have sinned” (Romans 3), the bible says God accepts only perfection and we all know we can’t be perfect, so that means we are naturally unacceptable to God. (Matt. 5) But the Good News is that God so loves us that he gave his Son to take our sins on himself. Jesus is our substitute. When we hear that Good News and believe that Good News we receive unconditional shalom, peace with God. Nothing else will do it!


Not only does hearing and believing bring peace with God, but it brings the peace of God into our every day lives. Philippians 4:6-7 says “Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything. Tell God what you need, and thank him for all he has done. Then you will experience God’s peace, which exceeds anything we can understand. His peace will guard your hearts and minds as you live in Christ Jesus.” Wouldn’t it be great not to worry about anything, but to know that whatever we are trying to do, whatever challenges loom ahead, that God is with us, helping us. God gives us that kind of peace in our hearts when we hear and believe the Good News.


Wouldn’t it be nice to know that God will never give up on us or leave us should we fail at something, or something we value fails us? A relationship? A job? Even a church! Peter knew all of those failures. Jesus didn’t condemn him for his fear and failure, or for his anger. In fact the Lord was going to use Peter’s failures to make him a better servant. What appeared to be failure to Peter, his own failure and His Lord’s failure to become king, and his religion’s failure to recognize the messiah, turned out to be powerful, life giving blessings from God. He will do the same for us. Peace with God, peace of God that gives us peace of mind. Unconditional shalom!


Do you have God’s unconditional peace? God’s peace is peace that isn’t dependant upon any outside condition. Peace that comes when you need it the most.

You can’t get this peace by bargaining with God. “Now God, if you will do this for me I will do that for you.” No, this peace only comes when we completely give up our bargaining power, place our trust in what God has done in Jesus Christ, and accept God’s leadership of our lives. Then, and only then, does God adopt us as his own, give us His Holy Spirit to guide us, and mark our place in His kingdom to come. Hearing, believing, receiving unconditional Shalom forever! You too can have it. Amen.

