“Peace Be To The Whole Community”

Ephesians 6:23-24

November 20, 2011

Read Ephesians 6:23-24.

Clearly these verses are the closing of this letter written to congregations in the early church. If this letter were a symphony, this would be a final repeat of the major themes to bring the piece home. It just has the sound of wrapping up and benediction kinds of blessings.

There are a couple reasons why we are going to dwell here this morning. The culmination of the church’s liturgical year coincides with the conclusion of this letter. This is Christ the King Sunday, a time in the life of the church when we celebrate the victory of Christ over the grave and we remember our hope in the culmination of history when Jesus returns. Next week, we begin anew, living in anticipation of Christ’s coming – remembering God’s faithfulness in the past while waiting expectantly for him to fulfill his promises in the future. These final words in Ephesians talk about “peace” and “grace”; those two things find their ultimate fulfillment when Jesus returns, his everlasting kingdom is established, and we live face to face with the LORD God under his sovereign and perfect will. 
In the meantime, we are called to live here and now. Peace and grace are not the best descriptors of the world in which we find ourselves. When we watch the news – whether international, national, statewide or even local – we are inundated with illustration after illustration of how God’s peace is not upheld and God’s grace is not revered or appreciated. 

When we started this series at the beginning of September, I told the story of meeting with the staff of First Presbyterian Church in Honolulu and having the privilege of attending a lunch celebrating their summer intern, Michele Tolentino, who was headed home to the Philippines. The testimonies we heard of her impact, her faith, and her testimony were moving. When it was her turn to share with them. She said thank you, but then she said and repeated this phrase a couple of times: Love well, hope deeply. 

“Love well, hope deeply” is a great take-away from this letter to the Ephesians, and is a great paraphrase of these last two verses. Love well because you have been loved well. Love well because it is what we are called to do. Hope deeply because that is a description of grace. Hope deeply because in Christ we live into grace. 

As you remember, Ephesians was a letter circulated among the early churches in Asia Minor. Paul was writing to encourage the churches. Receiving this letter would be uplifting: it was good to hear from the Apostle who was important, well known and had been a mentor. It also was helpful to have further instruction in the faith. 

The letter has two parts: the first that talks about the majesty and incredible blessings believers have received in Christ as an expression of God’s love – in other words, how God has loved us well – and the second is an exhortation for how believers should respond. I know this is review for some of you, but in order to understand the conclusion, it is worth hearing the foundation one last time of the seven blessings God has showered on us in Christ:

1. God has blessed us in Christ “with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places.”

2. God has blessed us in Christ because he chose us in Christ.

3. God has blessed us in Christ because he destined us for adoption as his children.

4. God has blessed us in Christ because we have been redeemed through his blood.

5. God has blessed us in Christ because in him he has made known to us the mystery of his will.

6. God has blessed us in Christ because in Christ we have an inheritance.

7. God has blessed us in Christ because in Christ we have been marked with the seal of the Holy Spirit.

With all these blessings “in Christ,” God initiated the process of peace with believers. As such, we are both blessed by peace from and with God, while being commanded to live in peace with one another. 

Peace

A more literal translation of verse 23 would be, “Peace be with all the brothers and brotherly love with faith from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” The blessing of “peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” also was the opening greeting of this letter (1:2). It was a standard benediction and blessing for Paul, but has particular meaning here as “peace” has been a theme throughout. Referring to what God accomplished in Jesus, Paul wrote in 2:14-18,

For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us.  He has abolished the law with its commandments and ordinances, that he might create in himself one new humanity in place of the two, thus making peace, and might reconcile both groups to God in one body through the cross, thus putting to death that hostility through it.  So he came and proclaimed peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were near; for through him both of us have access in one Spirit to the Father.
Peace is a gift. It does not come naturally. Peace is something that is rooted in God the Father and in the Lord Jesus Christ. Without Christ there is no true foundation upon which a lasting peace can exist. 
Now, it is important to keep that in mind. The exhortation and prayer for peace among the believers – brothers and sister in Christ – is founded in their mutual position as servants of Jesus Christ. Paul is very specific here and elsewhere that peace outside the community of believers is something beyond our control – he often uses the clarifier, “when possible,” or “when in your control”, be at peace with those around. Believers should expect hostility from the world. In contrast, within the community of faith, peace is a command and a way of being that is a mark of our discipleship of Christ.

Peace does not mean that there is uniformity or agreement on anything. If everyone agreed about everything, there would be no need to exhort “all the brothers” to peace. Peace is a way of being when there is disagreement or conflicting values at play. It is a way of behaving with each other when things are difficult. Peace often is most difficult with people you know well and care about – because you have expectations of them and count on them to be consistent with whom you think they should be. 

There is a story about two monks who came to a river ford.  The current was swift and turbulent. There was a woman having difficulty crossing.  The older monk told her, “Not to worry.  I will carry you across.”

The younger monk retorted, “Master, you know it is one of our rules that we are not to touch a woman.” The older monk carried her across anyway.

As they continued on their journey, after some time, the younger monk said to the elder, “Master, you should not have carried that woman across the river.” The older monk replied, “I put her down a mile ago, but I see that you are still carrying her.”

How many of us hold grudges? How many remember all the ways someone slighted us or disappointed us or failed to live up to our expectations? Oh, it may not come out in conversation with others, but have we pulled away from one another without saying why or working to reconcile? How many of us carry the grudge for the extra mile, either waiting to bring it up at an opportune moment or to justify feeling a little better about ourselves? “Peace be to the whole community” means:

As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience. Bear with one another and, if anyone has a complaint against another, forgive each other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. Above all, clothe yourselves with love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony. 

And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in the one body. And be thankful. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly; teach and admonish one another in all wisdom; and with gratitude in your hearts sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to God. And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him. (Colossians 3:12-19)
To be clear: living in peace with the whole community does not mean there is something wrong with us if we do not like everyone else at every moment. Jesus’ disciples were a fairly unruly lot; they were often at odds with one another. In Matthew 20, the mother of James and John came to Jesus and asked for them to have a place of special honor in God’s kingdom. When the ten others heard about it, they were angry. Yet Jesus responded, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them. It will not be so among you; but whoever wishes to be great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be your slave; just as the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.”  Peace in the whole community means we are committed to reconciling with one another on the basis that Christ died for you and Christ died for me – we are equally sinners in need of a savior. By being obedient to the call to pursue peace with brothers and sisters in Christ, we bear testimony to the Lordship of Jesus Christ, and we submit ourselves to his will. 

Grace

The last line of this letter also has a complicated translation; most literally it would be, “Grace be with all who have agape love for our Lord Jesus Christ in eternity.” Again, the salutation of “grace” is a blessing and a prayer for Paul’s readers, but also it is a major theme in the letter. 

(Eph. 1:6) (He destined us for adoption as his children through Jesus Christ…) to the praise of his glorious grace that he freely bestowed on us in the Beloved. (Eph. 1:7) In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace (that he lavished on us.)
Grace is a gift from God. Grace flows from God by God’s design and by God’s desire for us.  Grace is how God restores us, how God reclaims us as his own. It is received by us in relationship with Jesus Christ. Grace has the effect of redeeming us by Christ’s blood, shed on the cross for the forgiveness of our sins. Grace comes out of God’s sovereignty, majesty, and all-sufficiency. Grace is a gift because God is able to give grace.

Eph. 2:4 But God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with which he loved us even when we were dead through our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—by grace you have been saved— and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, so that in the ages to come he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. 

For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God— not the result of works, so that no one may boast.
God loved us even when we did not act lovingly toward God. God loved us even while we were in rebellion. God loved us when we were dead in our sins – incapable of being in his presence or seeing him face to face because of the brokenness and imperfection and tarnish of sin. God took us from death and “made us alive together with Christ” – joined us in his resurrection and the assured hope of our resurrection. And that resurrection is going to be more than just existing, more than just hanging around in the waiting room of a doctor’s office; it will be an eternal experience of experiencing the “immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness towards us in Christ Jesus.” In other words, we are living by and into God’s grace, a grace which knows no end.

Further, God’s grace is manifest in a variety of ways through a variety of people. To the Ephesians, Paul wrote about how he was, himself, a gift of grace from God for them. 

Eph. 3:2 for surely you have already heard of the commission of God’s grace that was given me for you, 

Eph. 3:7  Of this gospel I have become a servant according to the gift of God’s grace that was given me by the working of his power. 

Eph. 3:8 Although I am the very least of all the saints, this grace was given to me to bring to the Gentiles the news of the boundless riches of Christ, 

And not only was Paul a gift of grace from God for his readers, his readers were themselves gifts of grace from God for each other. 

Eph. 4:7   But each of us was given grace according to the measure of Christ’s gift. 

Eph. 4:29 Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only what is useful for building up, as there is need, so that your words may give grace to those who hear.
All of which brings us back to the prayer for “peace be to the whole community.” Through his prayers of thanksgiving and teaching in this letter, Paul had been concerned to reinforce in his readers – believers in the early church and brothers and sisters in Christ – the privileges of salvation that are theirs, encouraging them to lead a distinctive life in the world.


Thanksgiving

How Paul conveyed and structured this letter is particularly relevant this week: through thanksgiving and teaching, Paul encouraged his readers to live in peace and live into grace. Thanksgiving. When I think of Thanksgiving, I admit pictures of turkey and football games are the first things that spring to mind. Yet, here we have a national holiday setting aside a day to give thanks. Although we trace the roots of Thanksgiving back to the Pilgrims and Indians, George Washington established the first federal Thanksgiving by proclamation on October 3, 1789, 

Whereas it is the duty of all Nations to acknowledge the providence of Almighty God, to obey his will, to be grateful for his benefits, and humbly to implore his protection and favor, and whereas both Houses of Congress have by their joint Committee requested me "to recommend to the People of the United States a day of public thanksgiving and prayer to be observed by acknowledging with grateful hearts the many signal favors of Almighty God especially by affording them an opportunity peaceably to establish a form of government for their safety and happiness. Now therefore I do recommend and assign Thursday the 26th day of November next to be devoted by the People of these States to the service of that great and glorious Being, who is the beneficent Author of all the good that was, that is, or that will be. 
That we may then all unite in rendering unto him our sincere and humble thanks, for his kind care and protection of the People of this Country previous to their becoming a Nation, for the signal and manifold mercies, and the favorable interpositions of his providence, which we experienced in the course and conclusion of the late war, for the great degree of tranquility, union, and plenty, which we have since enjoyed, for the peaceable and rational manner, in which we have been enabled to establish constitutions of government for our safety and happiness, and particularly the national One now lately instituted, for the civil and religious liberty with which we are blessed; and the means we have of acquiring and diffusing useful knowledge; and in general for all the great and various favors which he hath been pleased to confer upon us. 
And also that we may then unite in most humbly offering our prayers and supplications to the great Lord and Ruler of Nations and beseech him to pardon our national and other transgressions, to enable us all, whether in public or private stations, to perform our several and relative duties properly and punctually, to render our national government a blessing to all the people, by constantly being a Government of wise, just, and constitutional laws, discreetly and faithfully executed and obeyed, to protect and guide all Sovereigns and Nations (especially such as have shown kindness unto us) and to bless them with good government, peace, and concord. To promote the knowledge and practice of true religion and virtue, and the encrease of science among them and Us, and generally to grant unto all Mankind such a degree of temporal prosperity as he alone knows to be best.
"George Washington's Thanksgiving Proclamation. October 3, 1789". George Washington Papers. Library of Congress. Retrieved 2008-01-26.

Peace is a gift from God. Grace is a gift from God. We receive peace and grace from God. God is worthy of our thanksgiving and our praise. 


Conclusion

“Peace be to the whole community, and love with faith, from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Grace be with all who have an undying love for our Lord Jesus Christ.” 

Love well. Hope deeply. Amen.
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