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The Scriptures are a book of sermons, so the Scriptures are especially instructive for homileticians, not just in providing us with the contents of our preaching, though they do that, but also in providing us with models for our preaching, showing us what preaching is like. They show us not just what to preach, but how to preach. In the Old Testament, especially, God preaches in a number of different ways. He preaches by telling stories. He preaches by giving instructions. He preaches by issuing promises and warnings. He preaches by sharing reflections. He preaches by passing on prayers and praises that he accepts. There are other ways in which he preaches in the Old Testament, but these are prominent ways. So I asked myself, in the Old Testament, what stories does God tell about peace? What instructions does he give about peace? What promises and warnings does he issue about peace? What reflections does he share about peace? What prayers and praises about peace does he pass on? 
1. God Tells Stories about Peace
First, as a preacher God tells stories. One of his first stories about peace is the life of Joseph, which almost starts with Joseph’s brothers not being able to speak peaceably to him. They couldn’t speak leshalom, they couldn’t speak for peace (37:4). You could hardly blame them. Their father loved Joseph more than any of them, and this has become a family where favouritism destroys its peace. It’s one of our common ways of being dysfunctional as families. And Joseph’s brothers’ unpeaceable attitude to him could hardly have softened when Joseph told them about a dream he had about them all bowing down to him.
So there’s some irony there when Jacob in due course sends Joseph off to check up on his brothers when they are some way away pasturing flocks. Jacob send Joseph to check up on his brothers shalom, on their welfare, because the word shalom which is the Hebrew word for peace can also have this broader meaning of welfare (37:14). But what happens shows that his brothers’ being unable to speak peaceably to Joseph is much stronger than we might have guessed, and they plot to kill him. 
In the end they settle for selling him as a slave in Egypt. And there’s no peace for Joseph there. There’s only conflict in his master’s household, conflict between Joseph and his master’s wife, and conflict (the story hints) between his master and his master’s wife, and conflict between Joseph and his master, so that Joseph finds himself in prison, but by a strange route he ends up being summoned to explain a dream that Pharaoh has. ‘God will answer shalom to Pharaoh’, Joseph promises (41:16). The promise issues in Egypt having grain when drought comes, and Joseph is in charge of the economy, and Joseph’s brothers come looking in Egypt for grain. 
And there, Joseph relates to his brothers in a strange way that encourages conflict rather than peace, without them realizing who he is. What’s going on? Is Joseph maybe trying in a weird way to restore peace to his family? It’s hard to tell. ‘Peace be with you’, one of Joseph’s staff says to the brothers (43:23), and then Joseph himself wishes shalom to them (43:27). He asks after his father’s shalom  (43:27), and they reassure him about his father’s shalom (43:28). And when he is in the midst of playing a trick on them, he tells them that most of them can go home in peace (44:17), with yet more irony. 
At that moment Joseph’s big brother Judah breaks down, and gives Joseph an edited version of the whole story that Joseph knows but that they don’t know that he knows. Judah breaking down is a sign that the brothers are on their way to facing what they have done, and it prompts Joseph into revealing himself to them. Through the stages of the trickery that he has been playing on them it’s not been clear what Joseph was doing, and even now it’s not clear what kind of mixed feelings and mixed motives Joseph may have had. But the way he reveals himself to them does indicate that now, at least, forgiveness not retribution rules his heart. There are no more occurrences of the word shalom in the story, but it looks as if peace is coming to this family.
The brothers take nothing for granted, though. A neat thing about this story is that the family is not idealized, even after the reconciliation. Back at the beginning it was not clear what Joseph was doing in telling his brothers his dreams, and it was not clear what he was doing in all that trickery. Just now Judah was not telling Joseph the whole story. And now the brothers cannot be blamed for wondering whether Joseph’s forgiveness will still be real when their father is no longer alive to ask tough questions about what is going on. Perhaps they cannot be blamed for apparently being inventive in the way they report what Jacob said about the need for Joseph to forgive them (50:17). But their voicing their uneases about whether Joseph really has forgiven them leads into Joseph making an eyebrow-raising declaration: they were doing something horrific in selling him into slavery, he says, but God was doing something good through it (50:20). 
God inspires stories in the Scriptures, in the Scriptures he preaches by telling stories,  mostly not to provide us with examples to follow or to avoid—for instance, examples of how to be people of peace or how not to be people of peace. The stories are there to show us how God can be at work bringing peace when you might not have thought it was possible, doing this despite the mixed-up nature of the possible vessels of peace. The stories are there to give us hope and to encourage us to pray, for our families and for the congregations where we preach, in their families.
They also do it for us in our wider communities. Way beyond Genesis, in the period covered by the Books of Kings, people will look back to Joseph as the founding father of the northern kingdom of Israel, and they will look back to Judah as the founding father of the southern kingdom, the kingdom of Judah. And these two kingdoms will be at war with each other. A little later, Ezekiel 37 has a picture of them as the two parts of a broken  stick. But God promises they will become one stick again. The story of Israel illustrates how the people of God is always inclined to split up. Ephesians 2 has a picture of Jesus having brought peace between Jew and Gentile, but the church is not characterized by peace. We have many denominations that are often in conflict. In the Anglican Communion, there is ongoing conflict between much of the church in the majority world, in the south, and much of the church in the north. 
In Genesis, Joseph and Judah eventually found peace. It encourages me to have hope for the church, and given what Ephesians says, to have hope for the relationship between the church and Judaism.
2. God Makes Promises about Peace
That leads me, secondly, to God making promises about peace, in his sermons in the Scriptures that explicitly make promises about peace. In that period when Israel has split into two nations, eventually both of them are invaded by the Assyrians. But God gives this promise through his servant Isaiah. Here is Isaiah 9: 

Unto us a child is born, 
unto us a son is given: 
and the government shall be upon his shoulder: 
and his name shall be called 
Wonderful, Counsellor, The mighty God, 
The everlasting Father, The Prince of Peace.
Of the increase of his government and peace 
there shall be no end.
upon the throne of David, and upon his kingdom,
to order it, and to establish it,
with judgment and with justice 
from henceforth even for ever. 
The zeal of the Lord of hosts 
will perform this. (Isaiah 9:6-7)

This promise helps us understand Jesus. But the New Testament does not quote it and does not say that Jesus is the fulfillment of it. And when Isaiah gives us the name of this child, he does not mean that the child himself is the everlasting Father or the  prince of peace. When Isaiah talks about people with names, people such as Shear Yashuv and Maher Shalal Hash Baz, names like that tell people that this person is a kind of sign. They are a bit like a billboard that they wear. The billboard does not describe the person. It tells people about something that they are a sign of. They draw people’s attention to something they need to think about. So the point of this name is not that the child is the everlasting father or the prince of peace. It is that the child is to make them think about the everlasting father, about God their father, to think about who God is, to think about God’s promises. And an aspect of the good news in their context is that this God is the prince of peace, which is certainly good news for them. There they are, the people of Judah in a time when their brothers and sisters in northern Israel have been attacked by the Assyrians, and they know that they are next in line, or maybe they have already been under attack themselves. Isaiah reminds them that their God is the prince of peace, he is the leader who brings shalom. And whatever the precise situation at this moment, of the increase of his government and of peace there shall be no end on the throne of David and on his kingdom. It would be hard to believe. And therefore the prophet adds that ‘the zeal of the Lord of hosts will do this’.
God preaches about peace, makes promises about peace. It’s not God’s first sermon about peace in Isaiah. There is one in chapter 2. It does not use the word ‘peace’, but peace is what it is about. Isaiah has a vision of Mount Zion turned into the highest mountain around, which is a stunning, breathtaking vision because in reality Mount Zion is only a little spur of the mountains in the area. It is lower than mountains like the Mount of Olives. God is going to turn it into the highest of those mountains? God surely does not mean he is going to reconfigure the land mass in the Jerusalem area. What he goes on to say suggests that he means he is going to make little Mount Zion higher in the nations’ estimate than any other mountain, so that people from all over the world will come there because of the teaching that will go out from there, and the result will be that

He will judge between the nations
	and decide for many peoples.
And they will beat their swords into ploughshares
	and their swords into pruning hooks.
And nation will not raise sword against nation,
	and they will not learn war any more. (Isaiah 2:4)

There is a saying that the arc of history tends towards justice. It is hard to believe this. There is no evidence for it. There has always been injustice and conflict in the world, and Jesus made no difference to that. Indeed, he told his disciples that in the future they would hear of wars and rumours of wars. If you are the kind of person who worries about the future, then you will likely be more worried in the present time than ever. Whether one looks at Africa or Asia or Europe of America, one sees war. We live in a time that is little like Isaiah’s time. And it is in a time such as this that God preaches these sermons in Isaiah that make promises. It is not that the arc of history tends towards justice and peace. It is that God is going to take hold of the arc of history that tends towards conflict and oppression and make it incline another way.
3. God Issues Exhortations about Peace
While leads me, third, into God peaching sermons in which he issues exhortations about peace. The vision in Isaiah 2 about swords and ploughshares, about the arc of history if you like, ends up with some application to the congregation. That is what shows it is a sermon, perhaps, because a sermon should have some application, should it not? So in the light of what God declares he is going to do in bringing peace, what are people to do? After saying that people will not learn warn anymore, the prophet goes on:

Household of Jacob, come, 
let’s walk in Yahweh’s light. (Isaiah 2:5)

He calls it the household of Jacob with some irony, because the household of Jacob is the household of Joseph and Judah.
One might have thought that God would tell Judah to form a United Nations or to formulate a twenty-point plan for peace in the Middle East, to take some political action, but he does not do this. Judah is in any case a small player on the political stage. Prophets do not tell Israelite politicians to go on expeditions to the Assyrian capital to campaign along those lines. Your job, says Isaiah, is simply to live in the light of what God has promised, to walk in Yahweh’s light. Perhaps the results of that will be to astonish the empire and it will come to acknowledge Yahweh, though Isaiah doesn’t say that. He just says, live in the light of the reality of what God intends to do. I would like to think that if the church lived in the light of God’s promises, the results in the church’s life would be amazing and the effect on the nations would also be amazing. ‘Household of Jacob, come, let’s walk in Yahweh’s light’.
Later, Isaiah 30 has more to say about living in a time of wars and rumours of wars. It is a decade or two or three after the time presupposed by Isaiah 1-12, but the situation is the same. The Assyrians are threatening to cause trouble, and Judah is trying to take responsible political action. It is sending an embassy to Egypt to try to get help from the Egyptians. Here is one of the sermons that Yahweh preaches in that context, one of Yahweh’s exhortations. 

Hey, rebellious children …
	making plans, but not from me ….
You who are setting out to go down to Egypt,
	but my opinion you have not asked,
To take refuge with Pharoah,
	and shelter in the shade of Egypt! (Isaiah 30:1-2)

The bite in Yahweh’s sermon lies in another Scripture that he is taking up in Isaiah 30. It’s Psalm 91. That psalm describes Yahweh as refuge and shelter and shade, and here in Isaiah’s context Judah is looking to Pharaoh as refuge and shelter and shade. That is no way to safeguard your peace. It will do the opposite. Yahweh keeps underlining this point through Isaiah 28-31. Then in Isaiah 32 he looks beyond the current crisis and pictures right government dwelling in the wilderness and in the farmland, and he speaks of peace again:

The effect of doing right will be peace,
	yes, the fruit of doing right will be calm 
and confidence for all time.
And my people will live in an abode of peace
	and in confident dwellings and in quiet places of rest. (Isaiah 32:17-18)

It is always tempting to assume that we have to take responsibility for our future, but God does not say much about that in his sermons. He does exhort us to walk in his ways but he also exhorts us to trust him for our future.
There’s something else about that exhortation, or rather about the promise attached to the exhortation. In the West, when we think about peace, we think especially about peace of heart. The Scriptures do not talk much about peace of heart. They think more about peace in relationships. But Yahweh’s promise here does in effect speak about peace of heart. 
The promises and the exhortations are concerned first with doing what is right. They are concerned with tsedaqah. The traditional English translation of tsedaqah is righteousness, but that’s rather abstract and individualistic. Tsedaqah is about doing the right thing in the context of one’s commitments to God and to other people. It is closer to faithfulness than righteousness. When God pours out a spirit from on high, the prophet says, its fruitfulness will include people doing the right thing, it will include a community characterized by faithfulness, and then there will be peace and calm and confidence.  Yes, there will be peace of heart, as well as peace in relationships in the community. 
4. God Encourages Reflection on Peace
Meanwhile, however, wars and rumours of wars. That comment by Jesus takes me to a fourth way in which God preaches about peace. I usually say that there are four main ways in which God goes about preaching in the Scriptures, but here I am looking at five ways, and this is the one I’m adding. It does not feature in the Scriptures as often as the other four, but it has some decisive implications with regard to the theme of peace. As a preacher God encourages reflection on peace. 
Here are two of God’s reflections about peace in the Scriptures that might leave us open-mouthed. One is in Ecclesiastes chapter 3. Ecclesiastes says that there is a time for everything. There’s a time for birthing and dying, a time for crying and laughing, a time for friendship and hostility, and a time for war and peace.  There is a time for war and peace. Now we do not choose when we get born and we probably do not choose when we die. We probably do not choose when we cry and we may not choose when we laugh. And we may not choose when to get involved in war and when to make peace. Sometimes war happens and sometimes peace happens. It is part of the tapestry of life. There are wars and rumours of wars. War is not going to get abolished, at least not by us. Immanuel Kant argued that it should be possible for humanity to abolish war, but subsequent history has not provided backing for his arguments. War and peace are simply realities.
The great thing about Ecclesiastes is that it will not let people get away with half-baked theoretical ideas about life. There are so many ways in which we try to fool ourselves that we are in control as human beings. Through Ecclesiastes God urges us to face the fact that we are not. This is one thought that God shares with us in his reflective preaching. 
There is a related saying in Isaiah that also makes one think. In another sermon, in Isaiah 45, God says this.

I am Yahweh 
and there is none else,
Shaper of light 
and creator of darkness,
Maker of peace 
and creator of trouble. (Isaiah 45:6-7)

Ecclesiastes 3 just says that peace and war are realities and we need to face the fact. Isaiah 45 sees God behind both peace and trouble 
Time has moved on again from earlier chapters in Isaiah, it is now the time after the fall of Jerusalem in 587, and the people of Judah are under the domination of the Babylonians. Some of them are living in Judah in its ravaged state and some of them are living in Babylonia as a displaced community a long way from home. The people in Babylonia would be especially familiar with what the Babylonians said about the gods and about how these gods created the world. Not true, says Yahweh. Way back at the beginning I was the shaper of light and the creator of darkness. 
Further, that was not just true about creation long ago. The fall of Jerusalem and the exile did not happen just because the Babylonians determined them. They happened because God determined them. God made darkness fall over Judah. ‘I am the maker of peace’ but also ‘the creator of trouble’, he says. When something bad happens, there may be various reasons. It maybe that God just lets it happen, because he doesn’t keep intervening in the world, and human beings decide to go to war, and he just lets it happen. Or it may be that he makes it happen because this is a moment when he takes action against wrongdoing. That was the dynamic in 587, and again in 539 when he let Cyrus conquer Babylon. 
Ecclesiastes 3 and Isaiah 45 are realistic about the way things are in the world and in the life of the people of God. They do not encourage the people of God to avoid the facts about life, and the facts about war and peace. One of the things that God does as a preacher is to encourage his people to face facts, and this will include challenging people to think about peace in a realistic way. It is tempting for us as preachers to think that we must be positive and have an answer for every question, but Jesus does not operate that way, and God does not preach that way. Preaching includes reflection and encouraging reflection.
5. God Invites Prayers for Peace
Now Ecclesiastes might leave the congregation depressed, and Isaiah 45 might leave it more depressed. On the other hand, they might challenge it to pray. A fifth way in which God preaches about peace is by inviting us to pray for peace.
Psalm 122 begins like the testimony of someone who has been to Jerusalem and remembers how great it was to be there. It goes on:

Ask about Jerusalem’s peace—
	may your friends be at ease.
Peace be in your ramparts,
	peace in your towers.
For the sake of my brothers and my neighbours,
	yes, I will speak of peace for you.
For the sake of the household of Yahweh our God
	I will seek what is good for you. (Psalm 122:6-9)

Jerusalem was often not peaceful, it was not at ease, so some irony and some feeling would be involved in praying this prayer, and it is like that in our time. 
How do we pray for the peace of Jerusalem, or Sudan, or Iran? The prayers that God invites us to pray in his sermons about prayer do not assume that we have to know what we should ask him to do. He invites us to pray prayers in which we tell him about needs and problems and urge him to do something about them. The prayers that God invites us to pray spend much time telling God about how grim the situation is that we need him to take action about, but they spend a relatively short amount of time telling him what to do about it. That principle applies especially well to prayers for peace, and especially for prayers for the peace of Jerusalem. It may be that we think we know about the rights and wrongs of Hamas and the Israeli government, or it may be that we do not, but when we pray we do not have to tell God which side to take or what solution would be a good one.
Now, the prayers I hear people pray often spend less time telling God about the situation and more time telling him what they think needs to be done about it. The prayers that God urges us to pray in the Psalms are inclined to work the other way around. Tell God about how things are, and then ask him to bring shalom. In this connection it is great that shalom is such a wide-ranging word, a word that covers both cessation of hostilities and calmness and things going well.
Now if we wish, we surely can tell God want we want him to do, tell him what seems to us to be required. We can take Hamas’s side or take Israel’s side. The great thing about prayer as the Old Testament sees it is that it is like servants talking to their master or children talking to their father, and a great about being a servant talking to your master or a daughter or son talking to your father is that you can say what you like, if you have a good master or a good father, and then you can leave it to him what he actually does. You do not have to worry about whether you said the right thing. Those images of children and servants also help us with the troubling reality that God does not always do what we ask him to do. Part of the reason is that our master or our father has many servants and children urging him to do things, often contradicting each other. There are definitely Christians in Gaza and Palestine and Israel praying different prayers for the peace of Jerusalem. Our vocation is simply to pray fervently for the peace of Jerusalem, or Sudan.
There is an extraordinary invitation in Psalm 50, where God says, ‘Call me in time of trouble, I will rescue you and you will honour me’ (Psalm 50:15). The extraordinary thing about this particular bidding is this. Often the Scriptures talk about calling on God, and most translations render Psalm 50:15 in this way. But in this psalm God does not say ‘Call on me’. He says ‘Call me’. Now ‘Call me’ is what a master does to a servant. It means summoning the servant to come to do what the master needs to be done. In this psalm God invites us to summon him as if we are the master and he is the servant. There is an old English expression for a master’s summoning a servant to come and do something. A servant is then at the master’s beck and call. The master beckons and calls, and the servant comes and listens to what the master bids and goes and does it. In effect, God says in Psalm 50 that he is at his people’s beck and call. Call me in time of trouble, he says. When you live with trouble rather than with peace, call me and I will rescue you. When we are in trouble and we need peace, he is at our beck and call. When other people are in trouble and they need peace, he is at our beck and call to pray for them.
Psalm 4 is one final prayer about peace that I want to mention. ‘When I call, answer me’, the psalmist begins, speaking straight out to God in the way Psalm 50 encourages. Then the psalm seems to assume that God has been listening, because at the end, the person who has been praying says, ‘In peace I will altogether lie down and sleep, because you alone, Yahweh, will make me live with a sense of security’ (Psalm 4:8). It’s a neat reference to peace to close with, because it can cover all the meanings of peace. It can denote security, an absence of conflict or attack. It can denote a sense of security, a feeling of peace. It can denote prosperity or well-being. ‘In peace I will lie down and sleep, because you alone, Yahweh, will make me live with a sense of security’.
God tells stories about peace. God makes promises about peace. God issues exhortations about peace. God encourages reflection on peace. God invites prayers for peace. 
