Liturgy:
Reading : John 14, 15 – 31
Text       : John 14, 27
Ps.   131 : 1,2,3

Hy.      6

Ps.   125 : 1,2

Ps.     90 : 1,6,7

Hy.    63 : 1,2

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

This evening we have come together in worship to close off with the LORD not only another year, but also another decade. The first decade of the 21st century and what a decade it has been. The December 7 issue of Time Magazine even called it “The Decade from Hell.” Of course, as God’s children we know that all that happened during the past decade did not come from hell. Thankfully not! Instead, even though it indeed has been a decade with many disasters, we have the comfort that whatever happened throughout the past ten years came from God, who was in control all the time, in control each day of a decade indeed full of many disasters, bookended by 9/11 at the start and a financial wipe-out at the end. The author of the article in Time Magazine writes, “The first 10 years of this century will very likely go down as the most dispiriting and disillusioning decade Americans have lived through in the post-World War II era.”
The attack of 9/11 – 2001 broke the American dream of freedom. Globally it changed the way of living from checking into airports to worrying about white powder in envelopes and strayed bags on a bench in a park or in an office. 9/11/2001 – a date in history, no one will ever forget. It marks the attack by terrorist on American soil, in which more than 3000 people lost their lives.  
Thinking about disasters during the past decade, no one will ever forget either the Boxing Day tsunami of 2004, in which 200.000 people were killed in a matter of hours. I also think of hurricane Katrina in September 2005, which drowned the city of New Orleans, when its levies gave way. Last but not least, I think of the meltdown of the US stock-exchange in September last year with fear and panic spreading around the world rapidly. Closer to home, I think of the Victorian bushfires on Black Saturday in February this year. 
Indeed, what a decade it has been, this first decade of the 21st century. When reflecting upon all this, one may wonder what the next decade of this century holds in store for us, including the year 2010.
This evening as God’s children we have come together to close off with the LORD the year past, at the same time also looking ahead: what does the future hold? We don’t know. Yet in faith we may draw on the legacy, which our Saviour gave to His church before He ascended into heaven. Concerning this legacy, I’m thinking of Christ’s last discourse with His disciples before His death on the cross, which the evangelist John has recorded in the Chaps. 13 – 16 of his gospel narrative. 
In these chapters we read that the disciples were troubled because of the words Jesus spoke at that time, saying that He would lay down His life and leave – yet what did all this mean? It troubled them. But then the Lord Jesus says to them there is no need to be troubled, for whatever may lay ahead My peace goes with you. Christ spoke these words to His disciples, who after His ascension would go into the world to preach the gospel, often under difficult circumstances. Yet, says Christ, My peace goes with you.
Christ said this to His disciples. However, beloved, He gives this same promise to all who would believe in the word, the apostles would preach. That’s how this word comes this evening also to us. A New Year lies ahead, but this evening Christ says it also to us, “Let not your heart be troubled neither let it be afraid ... (for) peace I leave with you, My peace I give to you.” This is the peace, about which also the apostle Paul speaks in his letter to the Philippians when he says, “There is no need to be anxious, in prayer give it all to the Lord, for then “the peace of God which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus.”
In this last worship service of the year 2009 I may proclaim to you the gospel about this wonderful peace, i.e.,  

THE GOSPEL ABOUT THE PEACE 

WHICH CHRIST GIVES TO ALL WHO CLING TO HIM

This peace is
1) The peace of Christ
2) Which He gives

3) To those who in faith cling to Him

I
As I mentioned it already, Br. & Sr., the words chosen as text for this evening’s sermon are part of Christ’s final discourse with His disciples. This discourse starts in Ch. 13, 31 and continues to the end of Ch. 16. It’s a discourse, which could be described as a table talk between Christ and the eleven after Passover had been celebrated and also Holy Supper had been instituted, and also after Judas Iscariot had left. Christ Himself starts the conversation by saying that He is about to leave His disciples; saying also “Where I am going you cannot come.”  In response, a number of disciples start asking questions, “Where are you going?” They don’t understand what the Lord Jesus is saying. They are troubled by it. The fact that their dear Master is leaving them and the way, in which He speaks about His imminent departure, fills them sorrow and heaviness.
Well, beloved, the words chosen as text fort this evening’s sermon are spoken to comfort the disciples and to relieve their sorrow. The Lord Jesus supports them with the promise, “Peace I leave you, My peace I give you.” As I mentioned it already earlier in the sermon, we could call these words the legacy, which the Lord Jesus left to His church before He died. 
Parents, when they are about to die, often make a will, in which they bequeath to their children their estate, which is nice in particular when you have parents who are rich. Yet what the Lord Jesus could leave to His disciples was not much, not much when it came to earthly possessions. Once the Lord Jesus had said, Luke 9, 58, “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay His head.” Hence there was no earthly estate He could leave His disciples, who somehow were his family. No earthly estate – instead as legacy He would leave them His peace. People in the world would perhaps says, “What can you do with that?” That’s why the Lord Jesus says, “Not as the world gives do I give to you.” No earthly wealth, but peace instead! What is this peace Christ is referring to?
For a start, I like to highlight that Christ speaks about this peace as ‘My peace’. This means it  is a peace one can find only in and with Christ, and which, therefore, differs totally from what generally people understand by the word ‘peace’. In society, the general understanding of the word ‘peace’ is ‘absence of hostilities’. Yet the peace which Christ gives is totally different. It is a unique peace. It is the only peace which gives true inward rest. 
After all, peace as the world understands it as absence of hostilities can still leave a person with a lot of inside hatred eating him away. Look at all kind of political treaties throughout history, made to end a war, yet the hatred towards each other remained. The same happens at times, when there are conflicts between family members, who don’t get on with one another. Outwardly they may try to live in peace, yet inwardly there might still be a lot of feelings of dislike and anger. Well, beloved, the peace Christ wants to give us is totally different. It is indeed a peace, whereby we will find true rest in every sector of life. One may wonder, is this indeed possible, possible today already? Yes, beloved it is: in and through Christ!
To make this clear, for a moment in your mind I would like you to go back to Paradise, where before the fall into sin everything was perfect. Man lived in true peace with God as well as in true peace with his wife, no brokenness whatsoever. Even the realm of nature breathed nothing else but perfect peace. 
But then sin came, shattering this perfect peace. God had warned man beforehand that this would happen, if he would eat from the tree God had said, don’t eat from it. For in the day that you eat of it you shall surely. Well this indeed happened: death entered this world, death as the total opposite of perfect peace and true rest. Not only was the relationship with God destroyed, but also the relationship between Adam and his wife changed. They started blaming each other. All of sudden there were arguments, which had never been there before. Yes, also the peace within marriage was gone. Finally, also in nature things had changed, no longer could wolf and lamb live together in harmony. From now on there would also be thorns and thistles, whilst man had to work in the sweat of his face. As a result of sin life had become nothing else than a constant death, a valley of tears, no peace left.
Beloved, all this would have stayed this way everlastingly, if from eternity God had not made the plan to send His Son, who came to this world – as we celebrated it at Christmas – to clear the way so that once again peace could be established, the perfect which there once was in Paradise. That is the peace, of which many OT prophets had spoken in such wonderful language and of which also the angels sang in the fields of Ephrathah. 
Well, beloved, this is the peace, to which the Lord Jesus refers in our text, which He would obtain by giving Himself as a sacrifice for us. At the moment when Christ speaks these words, this sacrifice was still to be brought. When He says to His disciples I am leaving you, Christ is speaking about His imminent death, by which He would establish this peace.

 Since at that time the disciples did not understand the full meaning of all this, their hearts were troubled and filled with sorrow. But then Christ says, “Let not your heart be troubled neither let it be afraid, for this is the legacy I leave you: My peace!”  The Lord Jesus is speaking here about that peace He would restore, i.e. the peace with God and as a result once again also peace with one another. Yes, on the basis of Christ’s blood, once again a communion would be built, the communion of saints, where something of the perfect peace, which once was in Paradise, will become visible again. That peace I give you, says Christ, as my legacy. I give it to you as a free gift, My peace, for which you don’t have to work, since in own strength one will never obtain this wonderful peace. In a nutshell, the word ‘peace’ in our text describes all that we have received in Christ and one day will share in perfect glory. 
With respect to this wonderful peace, I’m afraid that generally we focus too much on what is still to come, one-day in the future, forgetting how much we may enjoy it already today. In Christ we have been freed from the wrath of God, who in Christ is now our Father caring for us each, as God did each day of the past year. Yes, beloved, how would we ever have been able to cope each day throughout the year 2009, if it had not been for this wonderful peace? 
Those days we dreaded at times, yet God gave peace, inward peace, by reminding us, “You are Mine, therefore let not your heart be troubled.” Thus the year 2009, despite all that has happened, despite all the difficult days we had to number as well, it still was a year where each day we could enjoy this peace. 

In the second point of the sermon we will deal with the question how we could enjoy it and also how we will be able to enjoy this peace also in the coming year.
II
“My peace I give to you,” says Christ. Yet how ... how do we receive this peace. This will become clear, when looking at the close connection between this gift of peace and another gift Christ also promises in this same chapter, namely in the vss. 16 – 18, where Christ says the following, “...”

Christ starts all this by saying, “And I will pray the Father, and He will give you...”  These words make clear that both the Father and the Son are active in sending the Holy Spirit, who is the Spirit of God: the Spirit of the Father and the Spirit of Christ, the Son.
Concerning this gift of the Holy Spirit Christ says in vs. 26, “...” Summarizing this means, it is through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit that we will receive the peace about which Christ speaks in our text. Again, one may ask: how? Let me try to make this clear with some practical examples.

I think we all can remember situations in our life that we felt troubled, be it waiting for surgery in a hospital room, or the day that we were informed about the death of a loved one, or perhaps during some time of loneliness, or other instances of hardship and difficulties. Our heart was feeling heavy. But then either we ourselves opened the Bible or the minister of the ward-elder came to read God’s Word with us, and we felt comforted. Our heart was no longer troubled, but we felt inwardly at peace. Beloved, this was the work of the Holy Spirit within you. See there, how the two gifts, which Christ left us as His legacy, cannot be separated from each other. It is through the Holy Spirit, who via Scripture points us to God’s promises that we receive the peace of which Christ speaks in our text. That’s why it is so important to open God’s Word only a daily basis. To make time for that half an hour each day to read God’s Word and to mediate on it, as I have mentioned it in many a sermon throughout the year 2009. If you do this, beloved, also each day of the year that lies ahead: God will give you the peace mentioned in our text. You may be assured of this.
Concerning the question we are addressing in the second point of this evening’s sermon, namely how we receive this peace, I still would like to add something else. At two instances in John 14, the Lord Jesus says, “I will come again...” We read this in vs. 3 as wells as in vs. 18.  From the context it’s clear that in vs. 3 Christ is referring to His second coming, when He will return on the clouds of heaven and we will be united with Him in the house of His Father. 
Yet, beloved, the reference in vs. 18 is different. There the reference is primarily to the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. It is the same reference as in vs. 23, where the Lord Jesus says, “...” This verse must indeed be read in close connection with vs. 16, where Christ says to His disciples, “I will not leave you orphans...” Even though Christ would leave, in the difficult times that lay ahead of the disciples, when they  had to go out into this world to proclaim the gospel at times amidst severe persecution, Christ would still be with them, namely through His Spirit.  Through the same Spirit, the Father would be with them as well, for Christ and the Father are one, vs. 10, “...” I like to highlight that in this verse, vs. 10, we find the same word ‘dwell’ as in vs. 2, “in My Father’s house are many mansions...” Literally it reads, ‘many dwellings’, indeed the same word as in vs. 10 + 23. In others, today already God dwells with us and one day we will dwell with God.

Summarizing, the Holy Spirit unites us with the Son and the Father to give us the peace spoken about in our text. Peace – daily knowing that our lives are safe in the hands of the Triune God: Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Looking back upon the year 2009 this evening, it was the knowledge of this safety that gave us peace each day of the past year. How otherwise would we ever have been able to cope, beloved? Yet God was there each day. His mercies were new every morning again and this totally underserved. Immanuel – God with us, that summarizes the peace mentioned in our text.

This legacy Christ obtained for us by His death on the cross, as the apostle Paul writes it in Ch. 5, 1 + 2 of his letter to the Romans, “...” It is because of this wonderful peace and hope that we don’t have to worry either about what 2010 may bring, for God goes with us. Immanuel – richer promise and assurance cannot be given to us.

III
“Peace I leave you. My peace I give you...” Christ alone, beloved, can give us the riches of this wonderful peace.  I read somewhere, “You cannot run to the bookstore and find a book to have peace.”  No doubt, in the section ‘self-help’ there will be many books about how to receive inward peace. But that’s not the peace of which our text speaks. This peace is the privilege only of those who are children of God and live accordingly. It’s on purpose that I phrase it this way, since next to considering this peace as a privilege given to us in and through Christ, we should not overlook this evening that this does not undo our personal responsibility in experiencing this peace. 
It is indeed a great privilege that because of this peace given to us we may find rest in an often turbulent life, since we may lay our burdens and requests before our Lord, and therefore for us there is no need to be anxious. For when we do so – says Paul in Phil. 4 – “the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus.” The apostle Paul pictures here the peace of God standing as a sentry at the door of our hearts and minds guarding it against any unauthorized intruder like fear, worry, or unbelief. A great privilege, indeed!
Yet –as I mentioned it before – this great privilege does not undo our personal responsibility in experiencing this peace. The text chosen for this evening’s sermon makes it clear as well, when Christ says, “Let not your heart be troubled, neither let it be afraid.” In other words, peace is available, but now we must also accept it in faith, as the apostle Paul writes it in Col. 3, 15, “...” Summarizing this means, we will receive this peace only when in true faith we cling to Christ. True faith – which, according to Answer 21 HC, not only acknowledges the truth of this peace, but in a firm confidence also clings to this peace, living accordingly.

Doing so, we may rejoice in the fact that God will no longer hold against us sins committed in the past,  for which in true repentance we have asked forgiveness. This may indeed fill us with inward peace. Yet the result will then also be, beloved, that I become more determined wholeheartedly to forgive also my neighbour. The two go together: peace with God and peace with my neighbour, only then we will feel completely at peace. 
This means there is work involved in receiving this peace. Work with respect to sins we struggle with and don’t want to give up. Work concerning anger or grudges we might bear against a fellow member in the church. Because if we leave this and carry on without changing anything in our life, deep down we will not have that inward peace, no matter how much we may try to pretend we are at peace.
So here we are, New Year’s Eve 2009. In the final worship service of this year: the gospel of peace in and through Christ has been proclaimed to us once more. This same peace we will also receive in the final blessing of this evening. However, we will receive it only when we indeed make things right with God, when there are still unconfessed sins and in addition make things right with our neighbour as well, in cases where we still cherish hatred or anger. Of course we can only do this by the power of that other gift Christ gave, the Holy Spirit working all this within us.
New Year’s Eve 2009 – again another year is almost a thing of the past. Yet reflecting upon the year gone by, it was only because of this wonderful peace in Christ that we were able to cope each day, also when there were difficult days to number. We still could find peace, since God was with us. Immanuel – God with us.

Well, beloved, this wonderful promise goes with us also in the year that lies ahead. We don’t know what the year 2010 will bring. Yet what we do know is God is near with His peace. Also in the year 2010, we may live each day from the legacy Christ left us, which in the concluding words of this final discourse with His disciples Christ summarizes as follows, Ch. 16, 33, “These things I have spoken to you that in Me you may have peace. In the world you will have tribulation, but be of good cheer. I have overcome the world.”

Beloved, each day of the new year lying ahead of us, draw on this great legacy, clinging in faith to Christ, in whom also our victory is sure as long as we walk each day with Him.
“Peace I leave you, My peace I give you!”It is because of this wonderful peace, that our Saviour can say, “Let not your heart be troubled.” As God’s children we may close off the year 2009 and enter the year 2010 in a different way than the world around us: they party it away, and when the party is over, often there is nothing left but a feeling of emptiness. Let us show that we have something different to live for, also in the way we close of the year and start a new year. Let us also later on this evening in the circle of the family do this with prayer and thanksgiving to Him from whom all blessings flow. If you do so, beloved, you will experience what the peace of our text means. It will carry you from the one year in the next in such a way that you say, this I want to hold on to: this wonderful peace. May the LORD grant this eager desire to all of us, for then you will indeed have a blessed 2010, blessed in the LORD, the God of all peace.

Amen. 
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