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			What people are saying about

			Genuine Faith

			Making Sense Out of Suffering

			“We all suffer from time to time. And we all want answers. Brett Burner has written for us a timely treatise from the Apostle Peter’s first letter to the first century church. Just as the first church suffered, God’s people are increasingly facing opposition around the world. Thankfully, Burner helps us step by step to understand and to know how to respond to our suffering. This is a book for our time.”

			Mark Foreman, Pastor Emeritus, 
North Coast Calvary Chapel

			“Brett Burner’s Genuine Faith is a powerful testament to the resilience of the human spirit and the unwavering strength of life available to us in Christ. In this remarkable book, Burner fearlessly delves into the depths of his own seasons of suffering, offering a vulnerable and honest account that resonates with readers on a profound level. With original insight and unwavering clarity, Burner illuminates the book of First Peter, breathing fresh life into its timeless wisdom. Through his relatable experiences, he guides readers on a transformative journey, teaching them how to navigate the turbulent storms of life while keeping their faith in God not just intact, but thriving. Genuine Faith is a beacon of hope and a must-read for anyone seeking solace, inspiration, and resolve in the midst of adversity.”

			Stu Streeter, V.P. of Ministry Advancement & 
Church Multiplication, North American Baptists

			“Brett Burner’s Genuine Faith: Making Sense Out of Suffering is a much-needed, thorough, masterful, and strategic walk through the book of First Peter, and the topic of suffering specifically.  It is the best book on First Peter that I have seen:  complete enough to fit into the commentary category; yet practical enough to be a relevant read.  This volume exudes clear, practical guidelines on how we can get God’s perspective on suffering and stick through them in perseverance.  I loved the real-world historical illustrations and personal stories.  I am buying this book for my family and friends.”

			JD Pearring, Director of Excel Leadership Network 

			“Although we don’t talk about it, one of the most common human experiences is suffering. How we respond can have a huge impact on our growth as a disciple of Jesus. Brett Burner gently takes us on a slow walk through First Peter, pointing us to hope on the other side of suffering by embracing and growing through it as a means to develop Genuine Faith.”

			Rev. Kevin Mannoia, Ph.D., Former Dean and Chaplain,
Azusa Pacific University, Founder, Wesleyan Holiness Connection, Author of Masterful Living and The Integrity Factor

			“It’s never easy to stand in the storm. But with God’s help it can be done. And that’s where this book comes in. Genuine Faith explores the important real-life lessons for standing strong when all hell is breaking loose. Whether you are in the midst of a current storm or simply want to know what it will take when the storm finally comes (and it will), this book will be incredibly helpful as it walks you through God’s wisdom found in the biblical book we call First Peter.”

			Larry Osborne, North Coast Church

			“Suffering!  No one wants to talk about it, but it’s the most common human experience across all cultures. In Genuine Faith, Brett Burner offers hope, empathy, and most of all God’s take on it all.  Brett is a master theologian, with skin on, as he guides the reader through First Peter virtually verse by verse, mining for gold from God’s Word and providing soothing salve to our wounds in the form of riveting stories.  Genuine Faith will be the result for those daring to suffer and apply the truth found in the pages of this excellent book!”

			Brad Brucker, Lead Pastor, Epic House Church, 
President, Epic Global Missions, Author of 
Basic: Ancient Truths for Every Christ-follower

			“In this contemporary companion to the book of First Peter, Brett Burner exegetes both the text and our cultural context, offering hope, grace, and healing to those living in the turmoil of our broken world. With a keen combination of solid biblical analysis, pastoral sensitivity, captivating personal stories, and reflective application, Burner brings insight and refreshment to the reader. A resource for Bible study, preaching, and personal growth, Genuine Faith: Making Sense Out of Suffering is a helpful and engaging read.”

			Kirk Mackie, D.Min, CEO/Mission Lead, 
Transformation Ministries

			“First Peter holds such important truths for the church today, and Brett Burner carefully and winsomely walks the reader through the letter. He offers pastoral wisdom and gospel clarity that can be immediately applied to all of life. You will be encouraged and challenged by this book.”

			Marwan Aboul-Zelof, planting pastor of 
City Bible Church in Beirut, Lebanon. 

			“This is a must-read book for anyone who’s faith is being tested by life’s challenges. Part Bible study, part personal journey, Brett wrote this one from the heart.”

			David Ordaz, Pastor, ONE ECW Church

			“Maturity can only come from recognizing God’s higher purposes through pain.  This vital insight of the Christian life is what Brett Burner’s heartening study of First Peter is all about. With pastoral sensitivity and theological precision, he skillfully walks with readers eager to find new meaning and lasting hope in their struggles and stories.  This inspiring and practical book will help believers grow closer to God as they learn to navigate the perils and privileges of daily life through the eyes of faith.”

			Dr. Nate Landis, CEO & Founder 
of Urban Youth Collaborative, 
Author of God Wants His Kids Back

			“Brett Burner’s Genuine Faith: Making Sense Out of Suffering provides sound biblical exegesis with practical insights on how not only to understand the ‘why’ in our suffering, but how to partner with God during our suffering. It is a book that provides opportunities for deeper discussions.”

			Stephen Forsyth, D. Min, Senior Pastor, 
ONE ECW Church

			“Leading a Church Planting network in Mexico there’s a lot of suffering, from financial challenges to loneliness and anything in between, and Brett’s book is teaching me and reminding me to Make Sense out Suffering.”

			Daniel Nuñez, Church Planter in Mexico, 
Kingdom Builders Ministry
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			For my Mom & Pop:

			Nothing I could write could suffice more than

			“Thank you!” and “I love you!”
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			The Introduction

			Everything In Between

			Suffering.  It’s a frightening word, conjuring up feelings and emotions of fear and loneliness and isolation.  Some of us are consumed by our trials.  Beaten down by the attacks of others.  Overwhelmed by the abuse and pain of years past.  Shamed by our failures.

			I am familiar with the pain of suffering.  Some brought on by myself, some at the hands of others.  I have walked through such darkness and endured such difficulties that anyone would understand if I were to have just given up on my faith.  I gave it serious contemplation.

			I sat in my backyard, angry at God.  I had my Bible in my lap.  I was desperate to hear from God just one reason why I should stay.  Then I read:

			If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are there.

			— Psalm 139:8

			“There is nowhere you can go that I will not follow you, no place you can escape to where I will not already be,” he spoke to me in the darkness.  

			“I hate you,” I seethed.  “Why won’t you just leave me alone?”

			“Because I love you.  I can’t.”

			Descension.  Despair.  Surrender.  

			“Then you have to see me through this.  I can’t do this alone.  I have nothing left.”

			“You have me.  Always.”

			Nothing left.  As it turns out, that’s exactly where I needed to be.  Broken.  Crushed.  Emptied of myself.  The edifice of me had been torn to the ground.  I was ready to be rebuilt to a different set of blueprints, a plan far bigger and loftier, more heavenly, than I could have dreamed.

			We all go through trials.  We all undergo suffering.  These struggles range from annoying to painful, petty to personal, traumatizing to terrifying.  But while suffering in life is inevitable, it will never seem like anything other than suffering until we examine it from a heavenly perspective, an eternal perspective, outside the realm of the right here and the right now. Its effect on our life radically changes when we understand that suffering has a purpose.  It holds value.  It brings maturity.  It provides humility.  It generates compassion.  It inspires holiness.  It keeps you from sin.  But only when you see it as God sees it.  And only when you see yourself as God sees you.

			This book is about suffering.  In order to explore what God has to tell us about suffering, we will take an expedition through the book of First Peter.  We will examine Peter’s words in depth, look at biblical principles, and consider why God allows suffering in our lives.  We will go beyond the simply practical—do this, do that—and journey into our very hearts, discovering the incredible plan God has for our lives.  I can think of no better source to find these answers than directly from the Bible itself.

			This book is not about eliminating suffering from our lives.  While we will certainly see that some suffering is avoidable, we will also learn how to embrace the unavoidable, even to appreciate it, and ultimately to experience joy because of it—holding fast to our faith in the promises of God, trusting in the hope we have in eternal life, and looking forward to the day when our suffering is finally taken away for good.

			“‘He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death’ or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.”

			— Revelation 21:4

			Join me on this journey through First Peter as we explore our value, our worth, and the mighty calling God has placed on our lives.  It starts with suffering.  It ends with eternal life.  And everything in between is there to make you into exactly who God wants you to be.  To conform you to his image.  To nurture you into a genuine faith.

		


		
			The Background

			Peter

			“Man, I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Peter shouted fearfully at the man before him. His third denial.

			Three years earlier, Andrew had run home to tell his brother, Simon, “We have found the Messiah!”  This news must have inspired something within him, for a messiah was expected to come to the people of Israel to drive out their Roman occupiers.  

			Was Peter a spiritual man?  Was he devout, a man of morning devotions, or was he just a faithful Jew more focused on making a daily living?  Daily life afforded enough troubles of its own, after all.  Whatever he was like before, everything changed the day Jesus showed up at his work and said, “Follow me.”  Simon followed, and Jesus would give him the nickname “Peter”—Rock.  

			Here is a man who began as a simple fisherman, then left it all behind for a three-year stint with Jesus.  At Jesus’ death, Peter was crushed and ready to quit, but then he became a key figure in a movement which spread rapidly across the Mediterranean.  

			Peter often gets a bum rap.  He was cocky, arrogant, and rash, yet he was also a leader, devotedly standing by Jesus from the beginning.  I believe he was an honest man, who, while he began his ministry with Jesus pretty full of himself, found brokenness and humility, preparing him to endure all that would be placed upon him.

			Just before his crucifixion, Jesus warned Peter that Satan wanted to “sift him like wheat,”  but Peter boasted he would go to prison or even die for Jesus, if that’s what it came to.  “No Peter, before the rooster crows in the morning, you will have denied three times that you even know me.”

			And sifted he was.  When they arrested Jesus, Peter ran away in fear, but following incognito he made his way to the outer court from where Jesus was being interrogated by the High Priest.  Standing there by the fire with others who were excluded from the event, they began to question Peter’s relationship with the accused, and he offered up his first denial of his friend and teacher.  His second denial came shortly after, and just as he spat out his emphatic and angry third denial—the rooster crowed. Jesus, standing under guard in the nearby courtyard, “turned and looked straight at Peter.”1 This broke him, and he ran away and wept bitterly.  Then the guards began to beat Jesus.

			Later in John 21, after his resurrection, Jesus lovingly restored him.  He gave Peter the charge: “Feed my sheep.”  Lead them Peter.  Teach them what I have taught you.

			After Jesus’ ascension, not two weeks later, Peter was leading the believers in prayer in the Upper Room when the Holy Spirit came upon them all.  As a crowd gathered, this broken man, humbled, tempered, and restored, took charge and delivered an amazing sermon, and three thousand people believed that Jesus was the Messiah, the Son of God.  

			The church had begun.  Peter would no longer run away, and he was no stranger to persecution.

			In our study of First Peter, Peter’s primary message is the building up of a genuine faith as we experience suffering and trials.  As the church had begun to infiltrate the Jewish, Roman, and Greek cultures, there was much backlash toward Christians.  However, the real trial was just about to get started.

			On July 19, 64AD, a massive fire broke out.  The city of Rome suddenly went up in a huge blaze.  Many assumed Emperor Nero was responsible for the fire, making room for him to build his new Golden Palace and expand the size of his great amphitheater, Circus Maximus. Instead, Nero blamed the Christians for starting the fires, and the Romans quickly got on board.

			The ensuing persecution spread throughout the Empire, and over six million Christians were killed.  Nero would dip Christians in wax and light them on fire at his parties and proclaim: “Behold, the light of the world.”  They became a part of the entertainment at Circus Maximus, where they were defenselessly thrown in with the lions.  Stories were told of how the believers would huddle together and sing praises to Jesus while they were being slaughtered by Roman gladiators.

			Such was the nature of the persecution to come, and Peter wasn’t exempt.  Foxe’s Book of Martyrs proclaims he was led out in front of a crowd to where his wife was already dying, nailed to a cross.  As they proceeded to crucify Peter as well, he declared himself unfit to die in the same manner as his Lord, and requested to be crucified upside down.

			Peter is intimately familiar with the message he has been given.  Through his letter he will urge us as Christians not only to stand firm, but to fully appreciate the grace we have received as a result of our suffering, and through it, to obtain a truly genuine faith.



1 Luke 22:60-61
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			Chapter One

			A Living Hope

			Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade. 

			— First Peter 1:3-4

			As a kid, I was a huge Winnie-the-Pooh fan.  I had a Winnie-the-Pooh stuffed bear (which I still have).  My family actually nicknamed me “Pooh Bear,” and even still, my sister calls me “Brettsie-Pooh,” which can get a little embarrassing.  In the 1977 animated film The Many Adventures of Winnie the Pooh, Tigger, Pooh’s bouncy tiger friend, bounces his way up a tree and gets himself stuck.  As he clings to the narrow top of the tree for dear life, his friends Pooh, Piglet, Rabbit, and Christopher Robin contemplate how to get him down safely.  Tigger is in a tight spot.  He’s going through a trial.  It seems life threatening.  What’s to be done?

			Then to his surprise, Tigger hears a voice.  “Who are you?” he asks, looking at the camera.

			“I’m the Narrator,” comes the reply.

			“Oh, for goodness sakes, narrate me down from here!”

			And before Tigger knows what’s happening, the world turns sideways as the storybook world is seemingly tilted.  He is able to easily step over to the paragraph of text next to the picture he is in, and slide down to safety as the world then turns diagonal, and ultimately right side up again.  It seems that his predicament was only a matter of Tigger’s perspective. The Narrator was in complete control all the time.

			In a similar fashion, the perspective of our own trials and tribulations will change when we understand that there is a much larger story going on.  There is a story outside of our story.  There is a Narrator, the Author himself, who is ultimately in command, longing to communicate with us, willing to become a part of the story itself and influence what is happening, revealing the bigger picture.  And as much as this story feels like it’s your story, it is, in fact, his story.  He is the main character.  He has moved heaven and earth, and has redefined life and death.  

			If you were a character in a book, consider the difference it would make to you if you knew the author.  As the conflict grew and the situation turned dire, imagine the confidence you would have in enduring and overcoming the struggle knowing there would be more novels written with you in them! Your very character would change because you had a personal relationship with the author.  There would be assurance in every struggle. Every trial would be met with the conviction that you will survive this, and be the better for it.  You would understand the benefit, even the necessity, of your character development.  All because, and only because, you know the author.

			This is the exact message of First Peter.  Peter is writing to a diverse group of Christians who are about to go through extraordinary circumstances at the hands of Rome.  He directs them toward a genuine faith, and assures them that God is knowable, and has both a plan and a purpose.

			It is also a letter to you. Peter writes with timeless authority, knowing that Christians throughout the ages, like you, would be met with all kinds of suffering, whether the trials of life, struggles with other people, or outright persecution.  We live in a time of financial uncertainty, social upheaval, and political division.  Like Tigger, we find ourselves in tight spots, stuck high up in our trees.  But also like Tigger, we can communicate with the Narrator, who places the Word within easy reach, carrying us gently back to a firm foundation.  Knowing the author of life2 has everything to do with enduring through our suffering and having the confidence that survival has already been written into our story.

			Let’s begin!

			In First Peter chapter 1, Peter opens his letter by defining the nature of our relationship with God, and how understanding that relationship will change how we see everything that comes our way.  

			1 Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ,

			In his salutation, Peter tells us that his label, his title, his job function, is as an apostle.  An apostle is a delegate, a messenger sent forth with orders.  This is not Peter’s message.  He is under orders.

			To God’s elect, 

			He is writing to the elect,3 those who are chosen.

			exiles . . .

			He calls them exiles,4  not because they are living in far away locations, but in the Greek this word defines someone who is dwelling or sojourning in a strange place.  Paul writes that “our citizenship is in heaven” (Philippians 3:20).  When we come to Christ, we have a new citizenship.  A new home country.

			In the Gospel of John, Jesus says:

			If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you (John 15:9).

			Paul tells us that we are “fellow citizens with God’s people” (Ephesians 2:19).  This is why when you are a part of a good church you feel so at home.  You are with your own kind, your own people.

			So, Peter writes to the chosen exiles who are . . . 

			. . . scattered throughout the provinces of Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia . . . 

			These are the provinces of Asia Minor, which is modern day Turkey.  His recipients were then and there, but his message is just as true and valid for you and me in the here and now.

			2 . . . who have been chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the Father . . . 

			You, as a Christian, have been chosen according to the foreknowledge5 of God the Father.  Peter will use this word four times throughout his letter.  God has chosen you.  He selected you.

			“But I thought I chose him.”  You did.  Because he chose you first.  In John 6:44, Jesus said:  “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him.”  Why did God choose Abraham?  I don’t know!  The Bible doesn’t tell us, “Why Abraham?”  But God first chose Abraham, then Abraham became a man of faith.

			The verse says, “according to the foreknowledge,” or prógnōsis, which means “by forethought, or prearrangement.”  By the plan.  You were chosen by God.  By his plan.  In advance.  Maybe you feel that strips you of your choice, but I continue to choose him every day. 

			So you have been chosen according to the foreknowledge, the forethought, of God the Father,

			. . . through the sanctifying work of the Spirit, to be obedient to Jesus Christ and sprinkled with his blood:

			If you aren’t feeling special today, know that you are:  chosen by God’s forethought, and you are in the process of being made holy and set apart by the Spirit for the express purpose of being obedient to Jesus.

			To you:

			Grace and peace be yours in abundance.

			This is just his greeting!  Can you begin to see how important it is to understand how God sees you?  If God sees you as so valuable, so worthy of his investment of himself, how can your suffering be trivial?  Our perspective must be changed.

			3 Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy . . .  

			What is mercy?  Mercy is not getting what you deserve.  It is not to receive the punishment that is owed to you for offending God because of your sin, but instead:

			[God] has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead . . . 

			Hope is where it all begins.  Hope is understanding that there is, as a point of fact, eternal life for me when I put my trust in the work of Jesus at the cross.  It is holding a conviction of, having confidence in, my salvation.  Based on God’s promises, hope becomes my anchor, my tether, to heaven.

			When we talk about hope, we do not mean “I hope I might,” or “I wish,” or “maybe if I really try hard.”  There is what I call “Star Wars hope,” where even though the odds are a million to one, they’ll rally all their efforts into the slight possibility of succeeding.  In our modern usage of the word it means all of these things.  

			We get confused when we talk about hope and salvation together.  We say, “I hope I get that job,” or “I hope everything turns out okay.”  Then we talk about having hope in Christ—no wonder we lack assurance!  Eternal life becomes nothing more than a possibility or a wish.

			But years ago, when the word was originally selected for the English translation in the Bible, it meant something else.  When you scroll down through the various definitions of “hope” in the dictionary, you will finally come to the ninth and last entry.  It reads: 

			Archaic. To place trust; rely.6

			Hope is about trust.  Romans 4:18 calls it “hope against hope” (NASB), trusting in God’s promises even though there is no natural reason why we should.

			Colossians 1:5 tells us that faith and love have their origin in the hope we have that is stored up for us in heaven.  Our confidence in our eternal security, our hope, literally gives birth to faith and love.

			Faith, because when I have total confidence in what is eternal I can live my life in faith and trust in God.  Love, because when I am filled with the love that God has shown me by providing me eternal life, what else can I do but direct that love out onto others?

			We talk about our faith, but living out life trusting in God, especially in suffering or persecution, will be compromised if we do not understand hope, lacking the confidence and conviction of our eternal destination.  

			This is the living hope Peter is talking about.

			Even though we don’t deserve it, God gives us new birth into a living hope, obtained through the resurrection of Christ.  And this new birth is:

			4 . . . into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade. 

			This is so specific, it covers every concern we might have:  It will not die, it will not rot, it will not diminish.

			“Born into an inheritance” means you have been born into the family.  You are not just little servant Christians.  You are sons and daughters.7

			This inheritance is kept in heaven for you, 5 who through faith are shielded by God’s power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time.

			The inheritance is being held there in heaven for you—that is our hope.  Through faith, believing in and trusting in Jesus, you are protected now, until the salvation we have our hope in becomes our reality.  

			Christian, you have been saved and you have been blessed with an inheritance of sonship and daughtership.  Saved from what?  Hell.  Because of the work of Jesus on the cross, your sin is no longer counted against you.  Believing this didn’t make Christians popular in Rome, and it may not make you popular now, but I would rather be saved than popular.

			Ultimately, Peter is saying: “Praise God because you are saved.”  You have been given mercy, new birth, a living hope, and the inheritance of a child of God.

			Praise God because you are saved. 

			Now . . . in the next chapter comes the hard part!

			But it’s okay, because you are saved!



2 Acts 3:15

3 ἐκλεκτός – eklektós (ek-lek-tos’)

4 παρεπίδημος – parepídēmos (par-ep-id’-ay-mos)

5 πρόγνωσις – prógnōsis (prog’-no-sis)

6 Dictionary.com unabridged. Based on the Random House Unabridged Dictionary, © Random House, Inc. 2021

7 “Behold what manner of love the father has lavished upon us, that we should be called the sons and daughters of God! And that is what we are!” (First John 3:1)




		
			Chapter Two

			Faith & Trials

			In all this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials. 

			— First Peter 1:6

			I used to work with a guy who knew I was a Christian.  He would always try to argue that truth was a matter of perspective.  “Truth is relative, right Brett?”  And I would respond, “Absolutely!”  (I’m not sure he ever got my joke.)  He wanted to convince me that something might be true for me (my faith), but not for him (he held his own moral mindset). 

			The problem is, that doesn’t define truth.  Truth is what is real, actual . . . absolute.  It simply is what it is.  We can debate it, or share perspectives about it, but the truth itself doesn’t change.  We will never come to an agreement when we talk about your truth and my truth.  We may as well pick a different word, because we are no longer discussing truth, only opinion and perspective. 

			I like to say that there are three different perspectives to every situation:  Yours, mine, and the truth.  
The truth is based on what God established; what he did, and the words he gave by his Spirit to be written down.  My opinion is no longer relevant, because it is God’s truth.  I can believe it, or be wrong.  This is why I have to adopt God’s perspective.

			This is especially true when we look at suffering.  If I only see my suffering from my own perspective, it will never make sense. But from a heavenly perspective, from God’s point of view, suffering begins to take shape as a thing of value, of purpose.

			This perspective comes by understanding the hope of my salvation, and what my response should be.  If we don’t have a grasp on this, nothing else Peter writes in his letter will make a difference.  This is why Peter begins his message with:

			3 Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, 4 and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade.  This inheritance is kept in heaven for you, 5 who through faith are shielded by God’s power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time.

			This is the foundation of everything else he has to say to us.  Let me rephrase it:

			Praise God, for because God chose not to give you the punishment you deserve, he placed that punishment on Jesus, who died on the cross in your place.  And by his resurrection, you have been born again—given a new life—into a living hope.  And being born again, you are a part of God’s family, which comes with an inheritance that will never die, will never rot, and will never diminish.  This inheritance of eternal life is being kept for you in heaven, in God’s care, and you are protected, shielded by God’s power, until you receive it.

			In short, Peter tells us, “Praise God because you are saved.”  And that salvation is pretty amazing! You have been given mercy, new birth, a living hope, and the inheritance of a child of God.  That’s powerful.  

			Praise God because you are saved. 

			You are saved into a “living hope.”  Hope is believing this salvation is unalterably true.  Hope is putting that belief into practice, because we are confident, assured of what is to come.  I have faith that Jesus died on the cross for my sins.  I have hope, absolute certainty, that this faith leads to eternal life, and that I will no longer receive judgment.  Faith is believing that it is.  Hope is the confidence that it will be.  Many of us claim to have faith, that we believe in what Jesus did for us. But I have found that there are many who are lacking in hope, and it is this hope that sustains us.

			If I don’t have hope, I question whether or not I will receive punishment or judgment for my sins.  If I don’t have hope, I question whether there is an inheritance of eternal life waiting for me.  The opposite of hope is despair, and despair is no friend to suffering.  But we are called to a hope that will sustain us throughout a life full of struggles.

			So Peter tells us that because of this mercy, new birth, living hope, and the inheritance we have received . . . 

			6 In all this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials. 

			Any chance you “may” have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials?  I have.  “To suffer grief” is the word lupeo,8 “to be distressed, to be affected with sadness, or to be thrown into sorrow.”  But this tells me that rejoicing and joy are mutually exclusive from sorrow, distress, and grief.  And that’s a good thing, because when I am in the midst of sorrow, or pain, or grief, I can still rejoice in my God and have hope in my salvation.

			You are not alone in your sorrow and grief.  Even Jesus was filled with sorrow as he knelt down to pray in the Garden of Gethsemane the night before his death.

			When my wife and I were in our first pregnancy, we lost the baby.  We were devastated.  I knew God was in control.  I knew he was sovereign.  But we were hurting.  There I stood in the back of church, arms lifted high, praising God, tears streaming down my face—in total sorrow, in total joy.  The joy of the Lord was my strength (Nehemiah 8:10).  How can you find joy in the midst of such loss if you do not understand your situation from God’s perspective?

			Praise God because you are saved.

			And because you are saved, you will go through trials.

			7 These [trials] have come so that the proven genuineness of your faith—of greater worth than gold, which perishes even though refined by fire—may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed. 

			There is purpose in our suffering. The trials we experience, the struggles we go through, have come so that our faith—which is worth more than gold, more than money can buy—is proven genuine.

			Does God not know?  Is he really testing me like this?  Does God need proof?

			Nope.  You do.

			In Genesis 22, God calls to Abraham and says: 

			“Take your son, your only son, whom you love—Isaac—and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on a mountain I will show you” (Genesis 22:2).

			So he took Isaac up the mountain.  And . . . 

			. . . Abraham built an altar there and . . . he bound his son Isaac and laid him on the altar . . . Then he reached out his hand and took the knife to slay his son. But the angel of the LORD called out to him from heaven, “Abraham! Abraham!”

			“Here I am,” he replied.

			1“Do not lay a hand on the boy,” he said. “Do not do anything to him. Now I know that you fear God, because you have not withheld from me your son, your only son” (Genesis 22:9-12).

			This event is proof of Abraham’s faith.  Did God know that Abraham would be willing to sacrifice his son?  
Of course he did.  Then why have him go through with it?  Because Abraham didn’t know that he would do it.  Until we go through it, we’ll never be sure if we can do it.  Abraham’s faith was proved genuine.

			And here is an example of hope as well.  In Genesis 15, God made a promise to Abraham: he would have a son, and the descendants of his son would be more numerous that the stars in the sky.  In Genesis 15:6 we read, “Abram believed the LORD, and he credited it to him as righteousness.”  So why would he risk this promise by sacrificing his son?  We get the answer in Hebrews 11:

			By faith Abraham, when God tested him, offered Isaac as a sacrifice. He who had embraced the promises was about to sacrifice his one and only son, even though God had said to him, “It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned.” Abraham reasoned that God could even raise the dead . . . (Hebrews 11:17-19).

			Abraham’s faith in God’s promise of descendants through Isaac was so strong that when God told him to sacrifice his son—to kill the son through which God had made his promise—he simply determined that God would have to raise him from the dead.

			By faith he was credited as righteous, but by action, his faith was proven—to himself, to Israel, and to you and to me, and for all believers throughout history.

			So we:

			Praise God because you are saved.

			And because you are saved, you will go through trials.

			But know your trials come so your faith might be proved genuine.

			Peter continues:

			8 Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy, 9 for you are receiving the end result of your faith, the salvation of your souls.

			Why do we become Christians?  To get to heaven?  No.  The goal of our faith is salvation, to be saved from sin and judgment.  Getting to heaven, spending eternity in the presence of God, is what comes to those whose sin has been removed.  It may sound like splitting hairs, but this is an important distinction.  Our goal is to be rid of our sin, and the punishment it brings.  But the salvation that takes away our sin comes with so much more: eternal life, an inheritance, and adoption into the family of God.  God always delivers beyond our expectations, bringing an inexpressible and glorious joy.  The most natural response to understanding such an abundant salvation is the desire to serve him and praise him, both now and throughout eternity.

			10 Concerning this salvation, the prophets, who spoke of the grace that was to come to you, searched intently and with the greatest care, 11 trying to find out the time and circumstances to which the Spirit of Christ in them was pointing when he predicted the sufferings of the Messiah and the glories that would follow. 

			This salvation, given by God’s mercy and received by faith, was written about by the prophets.  They were given inside information!  As they wrote down the prophecies given to them, the Spirit of Christ gave them information about Christ—about himself and his coming, his sufferings and the glory of salvation.  It made them want to dig deeper. They wanted to know and understand more.  When they were writing about judgment to a conquering nation, or penning a psalm, or giving a direct revelation about the coming messiah, the Spirit speaking to them was telling them this was extra special, there was something more, and deeper.  I love this next part: 

			12 It was revealed to them that they were not serving themselves . . . but you, when they spoke of the things that have now been told you . . . 

			As you read through the Old Testament, know that it was revealed to the prophets, by the Spirit of Christ, that they were serving you.  That their words were—more than for anyone else’s benefit—for you.

			What things did they say?

			Daniel 9:20-25, Daniel reveals the very day the Messiah would arrive in Israel (Palm Sunday!).

			Deuteronomy 18:14-15, Moses speaks of the prophet to be raised up among their kinsmen.

			Ezekiel 37:24-28 refers to a man coming from the House of David as the servant of God who will make an everlasting covenant with his people.

			Haggai 2:6-9 tells how the second temple would be filled with the Glory of God, and would be greater than the first, fulfilled because Jesus himself would enter into this temple.

			Hosea 11:1, “Out of Egypt I called my son,” prophesied of Jesus as a child living in Egypt after his birth and then his return to Israel.

			Isaiah 7:14, “Behold, a virgin shall conceive, and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel.”  Immanuel means “God with us.”  Not just a miraculously conceived son, but God himself.

			Isaiah 53:5, “But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we are healed.”

			Micah 5:2 tells us he would be born in Bethlehem.

			Psalm 22, David begins his messianic song with, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  The psalmist goes into such detail about the crucifixion of Jesus it’s as if he witnessed it personally.

			Zechariah 9:9, “See, your king comes to you, righteous and victorious, lowly and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.”

			Job 19:25-26, one of my favorites, “I know that my redeemer lives, and that in the end he will stand on the earth.  And after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God . . .” This is such a solid expression of a conviction of hope in his salvation!

			The Prophets knew their message would reach much further than their immediate audience.  From Jeremiah to Nahum, it must have been exhilarating . . . all to reach you.

			[and they spoke these things which] have now been told you by those who have preached the gospel to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven. 

			Those faithful men and women who took the words of those prophets—showing God was at work and had a plan centuries before the arrival of the messiah—were given that message, from heaven, by the Holy Spirit, and used it to preach the Gospel to you.

			The Lord has traversed heaven and earth, and time itself, to bring you his salvation.  Do you understand how much God loves you and how far he is willing to go for you?

			Even angels long to look into these things.

			Why would the angels, who have the first-hand knowledge of being in the presence of the Lord, be so curious?  Because they don’t understand salvation.  Some angels served the Lord, others rejected him.  Those who remained didn’t need salvation.  Those that left weren’t offered it.  

			Yet they have a genuine desire to understand how God could give us salvation.  To “look into these things” is the word, parakyptō,9 and it means to bend over and stoop down to examine closely.  God has given you grace and mercy that even the inhabitants of heaven don’t understand.  He has given you new birth, a living hope, and the inheritance of a child of God.

			So . . . 

			Praise God because you are saved.

			And because you are saved, you will go through trials.

			But know your trials come so your faith might be proved genuine.



8 λυπέω – lypéō (loo-peh’-o)

9 παρακύπτω – parakýptō (par-ak-oop’-to); from Strong’s G3844 and G2955

		


		
			Chapter Three

			Be Holy

			But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do; for it is written: “Be holy, because I am holy.”

			— First Peter 1:15-16

			Eve stood by the fruit tree.  The fruit looked really good.  Tasty.  Or was it just because she couldn’t have it?  Then the serpent spoke up.  “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden’?”  It’s the first recorded two-way conversation in the Bible, and God’s word is already being taken out of context.  Strike one.

			“Of course we can,” Eve responded.  “But he did say not to eat from this tree, to not even touch it, or we will die.”

			Strike two.  The serpent begins by denying any blessing of God, which pushes Eve into defense mode.  But in her eagerness to debate with this purveyor of misinformation, she misquotes God as well.  He said nothing about touching it.

			“You’re not gonna die . . . ssssssssssssss!” hissed the serpent.  “God’s holding back on you.  He knows that if you do eat it, you’ll understanding things in ways you can’t understand now.  And you’ll be like God, knowing both good and evil.”  

			Foul ball.  The scariest part of this is that he is technically correct.  She didn’t die.  At least, she didn’t keel over right then and there.  God was holding back.  He had provided for Eve and her husband a literal Garden of Eden, where they could enjoy every blessing God had given them: food, the land, each other, himself.  Every action they could possibly perform was a testament of love and worship to their creator.  Except one.  That one action was one of self-love, not God-love.  He held it from them to provide a choice.  A choice to love, or not to love.  To obey, or to disobey.  And she would know both good and evil.  To date she had only known good.  She was about to get acquainted with knowing evil.

			So did God mislead Adam and Eve?  A careful word study of the Hebrew regarding his commandment shows he did not.  He warned them that the fruit was about understanding, about having knowledge of—experience of—both good and evil.  That’s pretty clear, and having a knowledge of evil would be something to be avoided.  And they would most surely die “in that day,” which is not implied by the original text to mean an immediate physical death.  Even then, the spiritual death was instantaneous.  She ate the fruit, and Adam did the same.  
Strike three.  They were immediately ashamed, embarrassed, and afraid, even a little vindictive.  

			Evil motivations by the serpent and the failure of Eve to do her due diligence in confirming what God actually said were the beginning of the end for Eve, Adam, and the entire human race.  Only God himself could make it all right again.  All because God’s words were taken out of context.  

			Context matters.  When we examine scripture, we must consider the context—including the language, culture, history, and the overarching biblical narrative of our text—before coming to conclusions about what it means.  Keeping this in mind, Peter begins the next section of his letter with:

			13 Therefore . . . 

			This begs an examination of context.  What do you do when you see a therefore?  You go back and see what it’s there for!  Therefore what?  Peter began his letter calling us to:  “Praise God because in his mercy he has given us new birth . . . into a living hope . . . through the resurrection of Jesus Christ . . . and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade” (First Peter 1:3-4).  And through faith we are shielded by God’s power (verse 5).  

			We are shielded.  Protected.  Literally, it means to protect by military guard, as though to protect from a hostile invasion.  Metaphorically, it means to watch and guard over someone for their preservation.

			I heard a great analogy on this.  We imagine ourselves holding on to God.  But God watches over us by holding on to us.  It’s like when my kids were little and we crossed the street.  I’d tell them, “Hold on to daddy’s hand!”  And they would hold my hand tightly as I taught them to look both ways, and then we would venture across the intersection.  But while they thought they were holding on to daddy’s hand, what they didn’t realize was that I had a very solid grip on their hands, wary that at any time a car could run a light or fly around the corner.  I was always at the ready to cinch that grip and whirl them to safety.  In our salvation, God holds us in his firm-but-gentle-though-mighty grip!  So you:

			Praise God because you are saved.

			However (verse 6):  

			Because you are saved, you will go through trials.

			But understand (verse 7):

			Your trials come so your faith might be proved genuine.

			We learned in the last chapter that these trials are for our benefit, to refine us, to make us stronger, and to purify us.

			When a goldsmith wants to make something of the highest value, he heats it up and melts it down.  Gold melts at an intense 1,948°F.  Mixed with salts, often left on the fire for days, the process burns out silver and impurities.  The goldsmith controls the heat, and knows how long the gold needs to stay in it.  After only one successful heating, the gold is stronger, and its level of purity increases from 37% to 93%.  The refiner then places the gold back on the fire, repeating the purifying process until true purity is attained—when he sees his face reflected in the gold.

			God wants to refine you until he can see himself in you.  He refines us to reflect his glory.

			Your trials come so your faith might be proved genuine. 

			Therefore:

			13 . . . with minds that are alert and fully sober . . . 

			I love exploring different Bible translations.  It often provides a broader understanding of a passage.  The English Standard Version says:  “Preparing your minds for action and being sober minded . . .”  The call is for a mind that is alert, prepared.  The King James Version says—and I love this: “ . . . gird up the loins of your mind, be sober . . .”  This is not modern speech, but it’s a very visual picture of what Peter is calling us to.

			In the ancient Near East, men didn’t wear pants.  They wore tunics (essentially a long T-shirt that went to the knees) and robes, which didn’t exactly facilitate easy movement while traveling, working, or preparing for a fight.  Consider the story of the Prodigal Son in Luke 15:  The father was waiting expectantly for his son’s return, and when he saw him in the distance, the father ran to him.  Being wealthy and prominent, the father would have worn long robes.  To effectively run to his son, he had to throw all decorum to the wind and pull up his robes (like hiking up a dress or a skirt), exposing his legs.  It was very unbecoming of a distinguished man to run like this, but he loved his son dearly and had feared for his welfare, and was too excited about his return home to care.  It’s a beautiful picture of God’s furious love for us.

			A worker, or a traveler, and especially a soldier, certainly couldn’t function well in their task while holding up their garments.  As a result, they had to “gird themselves up.”  They would take a leather belt and wrap it around their waist and fasten it.  Then they would gather up their robes, reaching under their legs to grab the back of the robe, then pull it up to tuck it into the front of the belt.  Done right, the robe or tunic would draw tight against the legs, freeing the wearer to hike, climb, work, or fight effectively.  In the seventeenth century, when the King James Bible was translated, this leather belt was called a “girdle,” and the practice was referred to as “girding up the loins.”

			Peter is calling us to “gird up the loins” of our minds, our way of thinking and feeling—to gather up our thoughts and emotions in the face of our coming trial and tuck them into our girdle, our belt.  To carry the analogy further, Paul, in Ephesians 6, would call this the Belt of Truth.  We can not let our minds, our thoughts and emotions, be carried away by suspicions, conspiracies, worries, and fears, but rather, we need to tuck them into, secure them with, the truth.  With trials coming, we must be sober.  Clear minded.  Self controlled.  Self control is one of the fruits of the Spirit,10 who is the Spirit of Truth.11

			Knowing that a trial is inevitably coming, consciously prepare your thinking and feeling to be able to take action, with a clear mind, rooted in truth.  

			Knowing you will have trials, we are told to be prepared.

			And having prepared your mind for action, having gird up the loins of your mind with truth:

			. . . set your hope on the grace to be brought to you when Jesus Christ is revealed at his coming. 14 As obedient children, do not conform to the evil desires you had when you lived in ignorance [when you didn’t know any better]. 15 But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do; 16 for it is written: “Be holy, because I am holy.”

			Peter is saying, “Get ready.  Be prepared and aware.  Set your hope on the grace that is coming to you—focus on the eternal life that you know is already yours.  I want you to be obedient.  Don’t go backwards into the way you were without Jesus, but go forward into holiness.  God, who called you into his grace, is holy.

			Now understand this, the Greek is very specific here: He says, “ . . . so be holy in all you do . . .” It means to become holy.  To begin to be holy.  Come into being, into existence, to arise, to be made complete . . . as holy.

			God is holy, so being obedient to what he wants, and being born again, being a new thing, being changed, being something other than what you once were, become now, and be made complete as, one who is holy, and therefore one who is holy in all that you do.

			To be holy means to be set apart.  Sacred.  Special.  To be made clean so that you can be used for a purpose.  In the Old Testament they had utensils, pots, lampstands, clothes, and an ark that were holy because they were set aside for the singular purpose of serving the Lord in the Temple.  You wouldn’t bring the utensils home, because using them for a common task would no longer make them special.  God himself is set apart, because there is no one and no thing like him.  He is perfect.  Perfect in grace.  Perfect in thought.  Perfect in being.  Perfect in love.  He is truly sacred.  Something else.  Holy.  

			So he says, “Be . . . choose to be . . . to become one that is holy.”  Choose holiness.  Change your mind toward holiness. 

			Then he says, “ . . . it is written,” or rather, God said it before: “Be holy, because I am holy.”12  But in this second statement, it is more of a declaration.  “You shall be holy, because I am holy.”

			This comes from Leviticus chapter 11 as the Lord was defining for the Israelites what foods were clean and unclean.  This is okay to eat, that is not.  This will make you unclean for a day, that is totally bad news.  And if you think this is strange . . . I am different.  I am like no other god.  I am set apart and pure, and I want you to be set apart and pure.  So I am telling you, “You shall be holy, because I am holy.”

			Because I am holy, I shall declare you holy as well, for that which is mine is to be set apart.  And because I call you holy:  I will make you like me.  I will give you my grace and mercy by providing you a savior who is not only like me, but is me.  I will give you new life and an inheritance.  I will protect you.  And you will be refined in the fire so that your faith will be strengthened and your hope will find perseverance and your heart and mind will trust me and rest in the truth.  And you will come through this changed, ready not only to follow after me but to follow in my footsteps, in my ways, until you walk like me, talk like me, think like me.  I tell you, you will be holy, and I will settle for nothing less than holiness in you, because I am holy.

			This is not God declaring law . . . this is the beauty of his love for us.  He chooses holiness for you and for me.  Because God has set you apart, you are holy.

			So we are told to:

			Be holy.

			Because “I am holy.”

			17 Since you call on a Father who judges each man’s work impartially, live your lives as strangers here in reverent fear.

			Now, if we are following the Greek language structure here—which we should—there is some confusion here in the English text about the subject that is being judged:  He’s not judging your work impartially.  He’s judging you impartially, according to the testimony of your actions.

			Let’s clarify a few things:

			First, you are judged impartially.  That means you are not being compared to anyone else but yourself.  “Why can’t you be more like Paul?  Do you see how good he is?  What’s the matter with you?”  He is not comparing you to anyone else around you . . . not your friends, not your brother, not your sister, not your father or mother, not your pastor.  God considers only you as he addresses what you do.

			Second, “impartially” here is translated in the King James Version as “no respecter of persons.”  If you are a Jew who calls God “father” and calls Abraham “father,” he will give it no special consideration.  If you are an all-around great person who obeys the law and doesn’t cheat on his taxes and is benevolent, he will give it no special consideration.  If you, as a Christian, have made a life of judging sinners and condemning the unholy and keeping the Ten Commandments and you’ve written books and have a Jesus blog, he will give it no special consideration.  God will judge the righteousness or unrighteousness of each member of mankind individually, but your works will provide the testimony.

			St. Francis of Assisi is quoted as saying, “Let all the brothers preach by their works.”  Our actions must match what we profess.  James writes in his epistle:

			. . . Show me your faith without deeds, and I will show you my faith by my deeds. You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder.

			You foolish person, do you want evidence that faith without deeds is useless? Was not our father Abraham considered righteous for what he did when he offered his son Isaac on the altar? You see that his faith and his actions were working together, and his faith was made complete by what he did. And the scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness,” and he was called God’s friend. You see that a person is considered righteous by what they do and not by faith alone (James 2:18-24).

			Your works and your deeds are the fulfillment of your faith.  They are the testimony that your faith is truly real.  God changes us on the inside, but those changes will inevitably result in an outward expression of loving others, compassion, and benevolence.

			Because how you walk is important, Peter admonishes, “live your lives as strangers here in reverent fear.”

			Live your lives as strangers, as people for whom this earth is not your home.  This world is not our final destination.  This is not our country.  Our allegiance is to another land.  Another banner.  Another King.

			As you live here, live it in “reverent fear.”  “Reverent” is just a translation clarifier.  The Greek text reads: Live it in fear.

			This doesn’t mean we run around in terror that “God’s gonna get you for that!”  That he’s going to squash you like a bug if you get out of line.  It means, however, that he is the judge.  He is the determiner of righteousness and unrighteousness.  Revere that.  Respect that.  Jesus is the Lion of the Tribe of Judah.  That lion loves you.  But, to quote C.S. Lewis, “He’s not a tame lion.”  Fear him.

			I saw a sticker on a car the other day as it sped by changing lanes at breakneck speed.  It read in bold letters: “Fear No God.”  Not wise counsel.  So fear him.  Revere him.  Respect him.  Why?

			18 For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your ancestors, 19 but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect.

			You were redeemed, paid for, by the blood of Christ.  You were bought with blood because, as Paul writes:  “The wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23).  Death is what was earned for your sin.  So Jesus paid it.  It took blood.  It took the death of the perfect Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect—the perfect sacrifice.

			In ancient China, around the time of Abraham—less than 300 years after the Flood—they used to worship ShangDi, translated as “The God Most High.”  Pairing the symbol for ShangDi with the character for lamb provided the word “blessing,” meaning the lamb was the blessing of God Most High.  The symbol for “me” was the symbol of a hand holding a spear—a sign of rebellion.  But when you placed the symbol of a lamb over me, the result was the word “righteousness.”  So in ancient monotheistic China, the lamb from God was our blessing.  And when the lamb was placed over me, there was righteousness.

			20 He was chosen before the creation of the world, but was revealed in these last times for your sake. 21 Through him you believe in God, who raised him from the dead and glorified him, and so your faith and hope are in God.

			Through Christ we believe in God, who raised him from the dead.  If it were not for God’s love and mercy and power, I would have no salvation from sin.  I would have no eternal life.  I would have no place in his kingdom.  So we fear his greatness.  We revere his power.  We bow the knee to his perfection.  

			If fearing God bothers you, consider this:  What truly frightens me is the thought of no salvation, for God to have decided that his perfection and justness were too pure for my sinful self.  True magnificence, true love, true power, is emptying himself of that power to subject himself to death (Philippians 2:6-8), so that both justice and love are simultaneously fulfilled, turning my rebelliousness into righteousness.  I will bow before that every day.

			22 Now that you have purified yourselves by obeying the truth so that you have sincere love for each other, love one another deeply, from the heart. 23 For you have been born again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the living and enduring word of God.

			When you were born, you were born to die.  But now, if you are a Christian, you’ve been born again—this time born to live eternally, through God’s living and enduring word.

			24 For,

			“All men are like grass, and all their glory is like the flowers of the field; the grass withers and the flowers fall, 25 but the word of the Lord endures forever.”13

			And this is the word that was preached to you.

			Peter has laid a foundation upon which the rest of his message will stand, and we can look to the following principles to better understand the salvation God has provided us, and know that there is a greater purpose behind our suffering:

			Praise God because you are saved.

			And because you are saved, you will go through trials.

			But know your trials come so your faith might be proved genuine.

			Knowing you will have trials, we are told to be prepared.

			And to be holy.

			Because “I am holy.”

		


10 “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law” (Galatians 5:22-23).

11 “But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all the truth...” (John 16:3).

12 Leviticus 11:45, “I am the LORD, who brought you up out of Egypt to be your God; therefore be holy, because I am holy.”

13 Isaiah 40:6-8




		
			Chapter Four

			Living Stones

			You also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. 

			— First Peter 2:5

			The Lord called Solomon to build a temple that would replace the tabernacle and be the location where all of Israel could come and offer sacrifices and give their gifts.  A place of worship and celebration, housing the Ark of the Covenant, and filled with the glory of God.

			Solomon set himself to work, arranging to buy sturdy cedars from Lebanon, hiring workers, woodcutters and stone cutters, foremen and craftsmen.  When all was set to begin, what was the very first step in building?  Laying a foundation.  In all of its might and splendor and beauty, the temple would never stand if it did not have a firm foundation.

			Peter is also building something. He is providing an understanding of our calling to endure suffering and persevere through trials.  But before the how, he explains the why, laying for us the following foundation:

			Praise God because you are saved.

			And because you are saved, you will go through trials.

			But know your trials come so your faith might be proved genuine.

			Knowing you will have trials, we are told to be prepared.

			And to be holy.

			Because “I am holy.”

			Our salvation is truly a praiseworthy thing.  We praise God for his mighty work on the cross and the power of the resurrection.  We thank him because he calls us his own and makes us his sons and daughters, recipients of his heavenly inheritance.

			One day we will dwell in his perfection, but until then, we live under his protection.  Our sin has been paid for, but this life, this world, is far from perfect.  We still struggle with sin, both around us and in our own lives.  Bad things happen.  Money struggles.  Sickness.  Difficult relationships.  Persecution.  But all of these trials have a purpose.  They show us the genuineness of our faith.  They teach us perseverance.  They require us to place our trust in God.  They call us to rely upon the hope of eternal life with confidence.  Each of these responses is a call to holiness.

			Because God is holy, he calls us to be holy.  Not an outward holiness, but an inward holiness that shows on the outside.  Being born again, we are to begin at holiness, to be something other than what we once were.  But even while we strive for holiness, God makes a direct statement about his intent for you.  “You shall be holy, because I am holy.”  Because he is holy, he chooses to declare you holy as well, and then he proceeds to make you holy.

			If we are to be holy, what does that look like?  This question leads us into the next chapter.  First Peter 2:1 —

			1 Therefore, rid yourselves of all malice and all deceit, hypocrisy, envy, and slander of every kind. 

			Important: this is not a list of Dos and Don’ts.  We love our rules, “Just tell me what to do!” But God doesn’t call us to do holy, but to be holy.  When you choose to be holy, you will desire to do what is holy.  Rather, this is a prescription.  If you want to lose weight, trips to Baskin Robbins, In-n-Out Burger, and Cheesecake Factory are probably not in your best interest.  If you want to find holiness, these things need to be removed from your life.  It’s not about law, but about the reality of holiness.  So he says rid yourselves of, throw off, renounce yourself from:

			Malice, having ill intention against others with a desire for their misfortune.

			Deceit, literally using craftiness or bait to lure someone in.

			Hypocrisy, or really the word is plural:  hypocrisies. The word here defines a stage player, an actor, someone taking on a role other than what they really are.  In our faith, this would be counterfeit piety, pretending to be “holier than thou,” or being judgmental, as if we have never done something worthy of judgment.  Socially, this would be counterfeit friendship, heaping false praises and congratulations.  This is also known as “Facebook.”  (Yes, there’s an app for that . . .)

			Envy, or again, it’s in the plural:  envies. This is grief or bitterness toward the good fortune or welfare of others, their abilities, fame, or prosperity.

			Slander, tearing others down, spreading lies, creating dissension, or, one of the worst versions, gossip.  Here’s my favorite version of gossip:  “Have you heard about Brett?  Let me tell you all about it so we can pray for him.”

			2 Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation, 3 now that you have tasted that the Lord is good.

			Not that we don’t want spiritual meat, but he’s saying like a baby craves milk—its only source of nutrition—seek out spiritual nourishment like there is no other source so you can grow up and be built up.

			“Now that you have tasted that the Lord is good” is actually a challenge: “If, in fact, you have tasted that the Lord is good,” then your life should be marked by these things.

			Ultimately, we can not be expected to be holy enough.  We always need to depend on the cross.  Without it, we have nothing and will always fall short.  Only God can give us what we need to accomplish this.  First Peter 4:11 says:

			. . . If anyone serves, he should do it with the strength God provides . . . 

			The word “provides” in the Greek is chorēgéō.14  It means: “To furnish at one’s own expense, with all things necessary, and to do so abundantly.”  It’s where we get the word “choreographer.”  A choreographer provides the movements and the steps and direction to the actors or dancers.  We are called to holiness, to cast off these negative aspects of ourselves, but we can only do it with the strength that God provides, which he furnishes abundantly to us as he directs our steps.

			4 As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him— 5 you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.

			We are the church.  Church is not a building.  Rather, he compares his church, you and me, to a spiritual building, a house, a dwelling place, and even more so, the house of God, the tabernacle or temple, and we are living stones within it.  The word here is oikos,15 and means not only an actual house, but also the household, the people who comprise what turns a house into a dwelling place.  

			The purpose of this spiritual building is that all of us as living stones would be a holy priesthood.  While only some are called to be pastors, we are all called to be holy priests, interceding for others before God (praying for salvation for unbelievers; praying for blessings, wisdom, and guidance for believers), and representing God before others.

			We are also to offer spiritual sacrifices.  Too often we get the word sacrifice confused with something we “give up.”  Hebrews 13 refers to our “sacrifice of praise.”  I once heard someone say how they didn’t feel like worship or praise was a sacrifice, because they didn’t feel they were giving something up or that it was costing them.  But a sacrifice is less about “giving something up” or “doing something that is difficult” than about “what we give up to God.”  As a royal priesthood, like the priests of the Old Testament, we are called to offer sacrifices to God, not literal sacrifices, but spiritual ones:  blessings, honor, obedience, and Christlike love for others.

			6 For in Scripture it says:

			“See, I lay a stone in Zion, a chosen and precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame.”16

			The cornerstone, the essential piece to the entire structure, was the first stone, cut with perfectly square angles, fashioned with scrutiny.  Once set on the corner of the foundation, the next stones would butt up against it, and it would become the object upon which the entire shape, orientation, and strength of the structure would rely.  If the cornerstone was not square, the rest of the building would never line up.

			Years ago, I was landscaping my backyard, adding grass and concrete pathways and planters.  I asked the landscaper to pour a square patch of cement toward the rear of the yard so I could construct a pergola and have a nice shaded place to sit.  So he formed a square, poured the cement, then placed an anchor on each corner.  Some weeks later, it was time to build my pergola.  

			I bought my wood, thick posts, and crossbeams, with alternating narrower pieces to form the top in a criss-cross pattern.  With the posts secured and the beams placed, I began laying the horizontal pieces.  Eight feet up, straddling the beams, something wasn’t right.  One end of my pergola was much wider than the other.  This whole thing was crooked!  Being something of a lousy carpenter, I assumed I made a mistake.  I checked and rechecked my math on the dimensions.  My calculations were right.  Finally, I climbed down, grabbed my tape measure, and decided to take a closer look at my square foundation.  

			My square was a trapezoid.  The landscaper never bothered to check his angles.  News flash! Four sides does not equal a square.  Because the base was crooked, the entire structure was crooked.  You will never effectively build upon a crooked foundation. 

			When Solomon built the temple, First Kings 6 tells us that all the blocks for the temple were cut at the quarry so that “no hammer, chisel, or any other iron tool was heard at the temple site while it was being built.”  This took careful shaping and planning.  With precision, intention, every stone arrived in the perfect size and shape for its placement in the temple.

			Remember, Peter is writing to believers that:

			Because you are saved, you will go through trials.

			But your trials come so your faith might be proved genuine.

			Life is like the quarry, where we are hammered on, cut and chiseled—shaped for a purpose.  When we are done, we are ready and prepared to be placed into the final temple, the house of God and the house of his people, and we will fit perfectly against our Cornerstone, Jesus, and against one another, interlocked to form a perfect house.

			You might say, I don’t fit perfectly with all those other living stones in my church.  And there’s a few living stones out there I’d like to take a hammer to!  Why don’t you fit?  Because both of you are still being worked on, slowly, carefully, methodically, and sometimes abruptly, being conformed to the perfect image of our Cornerstone.

			As you are being chipped away at and hammered upon by this life—remember, “the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame.”  Trust in his process, and you’ll find yourself a perfect fit for his perfect purpose.

			7 Now to you who believe, this stone is precious. But to those who do not believe,

			“The stone the builders rejected has become the cornerstone . . .”17

			Jesus was being questioned and tested by the Jewish leaders about his authority and where it came from.  In response he told them the following parable:18

			A man planted a vineyard.  He placed a wall around it, dug out a winepress, and built a watchtower.  Then he rented it out to farmers to work the land and he moved away.  When it came time to collect his portion, he sent his servants to the vineyard, but one by one, the tenants beat the servants, struck them, and even killed them.  The owner had no one left but his son, whom he loved.  He sent him to tenants, presuming, “Surely they will respect my son.”

			But the tenants plotted amongst themselves saying, “If we kill him, there will be no heir, and the vineyard will be ours!”  So they killed the son.  

			“What then will the owner of the vineyard do?” Jesus asks.  “He will come and kill those tenants and give the vineyard to others.”

			This story described the Jewish leaders, the Pharisees, the priests, and the teachers of the Law.  God gave them their system of faith, the vineyard.  He gave them the Law, the wall around it.  He gave them their position as a means of extracting a blessing, the winepress.  He gave them the writings of the prophets, a watchtower to look for the coming of the master.

			But when the prophets came to point them to the Messiah, they were imprisoned, beaten, and killed.  And when God sent his son, they rejected him and killed him.  They no longer wanted to share this system of faith even with God.  They wanted the praise.  They wanted the honor.  God himself had become the means to an end:  power, prestige, and position for the leaders and the priests.

			Jesus says that God, the owner of the vineyard, would give it to others.  And then Jesus quotes:

			Haven’t you read this passage of Scripture:  “The stone the builders rejected has become the cornerstone . . .”19

			Even though the builders, the Jewish leaders, rejected him, Jesus became the cornerstone of the new temple, the living temple, the guide by which the entire building would stand straight and strong.  And then he invited you and me to participate with him in that living temple as living stones.

			Those who do not believe, he would be:

			8 . . . “A stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall.”20

			While the first verse points more toward the Jewish leadership that rejected Jesus, this second verse points to all people.  Jesus is a stone that causes people to stumble.  Why?

			They stumble because they disobey the message—which is also what they were destined for.

			The word “destined”—or “appointed,” as it reads in some Bible versions—needs clarification. At face value it begs the question: “Are people really destined to stumble?”  Without changing course into a study on predestination, election, and foreknowledge, I want to address the question.

			In the Greek the word is tithemi.21 It means “to place horizontally,” a play on words regarding the placing of the Cornerstone and our placement as living stones.  Those who are stumbling are also being “placed.”  Descriptively, it means “to be appointed” to something.  

			The general consensus by Bible translators is that stumbling has been appointed to them.  The verb tense is passive—for some reason it has been determined that these people who are not believers were going to stumble no matter what.

			Again, without entering into the hows and whys of God’s election and predestination, and why or whether one man stands elected over another, note this:

			“They stumble because they disobey the message.”

			The word translated “disobey” here is apeitheo.22  Apeitheio means: “to refuse or withhold belief” or “not to allow one’s self to be persuaded.”

			A choice has been made by the individual.  The stumbler has chosen not to believe.  So if there is judgment for their stumbling—however you define their appointment or destiny in receiving it—it will be just because their decision to disobey was made by choice.

			To use an analogy with our cornerstone:  If you choose to build your building based on a stone other than the stone which was chosen for its particular properties, you can expect your building to fail.

			In elementary school, we took a field trip to the courthouse in downtown San Diego.  While walking from one part of the building to another, we had to walk up a high ramp.  There was a considerable height difference between the sections.  Even to my elementary school brain, this seemed odd. I raised my hand to ask our tour guide—not about judges or lawyers or courtrooms, which she was so diligently explaining—but about architecture.  

			“What are these ramps for?  Why does this hallway have two different levels to it?”  Our guide gave a smirk; this lady knew everything there was to know about this place.  She explained that when they expanded the courthouse, the architect of the new wing got his math wrong!  They built the new section some four feet lower than the original building and didn’t realize it until they opened the walls.  To fix it, they added the ramps, leaving the hallway of courtrooms at two different levels.  

			Try to build your faith on something other than Jesus, the Cornerstone, and you’ll end up with a faith that doesn’t match up to the truth.  No other religion, no other philosophy, no cultural ideology, no government system can provide an adequate substitute for Jesus.  Only the Cornerstone can be the cornerstone.

			Consider also, if you use that cornerstone for any other purpose than what it was meant for, it won’t be effective either.  The cornerstone is meant to be at the corner.  Place it anywhere else and your structure won’t be square.  Some people love Jesus.  He’s such a good guy.  He was a great teacher.  He is a prophet in Islam, or a master teacher to the Hindus.  But that Jesus didn’t die for your sins.  That Jesus doesn’t save you.  The Cornerstone can only be the cornerstone.

			Why do people stumble?  Because they refuse to believe that Jesus is who he says he is. Because to believe is to acknowledge that they are sinners.  And if they are sinners, then they have offended God.  And if they acknowledge God, then they have to be accountable to him.  And being accountable to God, they have to admit that they are not the God of their own lives.  So they refuse.  They reject.  And in disobedience, in a complete refusal to yield to him, they stumble.  There is no other choice.  If you refuse to believe, you are destined to fail, appointed for a fall.

			“The one who trusts in him will never be put to shame” (verse 6).  Trust.  You can refuse to believe, or you can choose to trust.  Both are conscious choices.  You can refuse and stumble over the rock of salvation, destined to shame.  Or, you can trust, and never be put to shame.



14 χορηγέω – chorēgéō (khor-ayg-eh’-o)

15 οἶκος – oîkos (oy’-kos)

16 Isaiah 28:16

17 Psalm 118:22

18 The Parable of the Tenants, Mark 12:1-12.

19 Mark 12:10

20 Isaiah 8:14

21 τίθημι – títhēmi (tith’-ay-mee)

22 ἀπειθέω – apeithéō (ap-i-theh’-o)




		
			Chapter Five

			The Call of the Called

			But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s special possession, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.  

			— First Peter 2:9 

			On August 22, 1863, The New York Times published an article reporting about the ongoing slave trade within the Southern Confederacy. It detailed the market price for slaves at an auction held earlier that month in Savannah, Georgia, in which:

			“...two girls of 18 years of age were sold for about $2,500 apiece, two matured boys for about the same price, a man of 45 for $1,850, and a woman of 23, with her child of 5, for $3,950. Twenty-five hundred dollars, then, may be taken as the standard price of first-class slaves in the Confederacy; but when it is remembered that this is in Confederate money, which is worth less than one-twelfth its face in gold, it will be seen that the real price, by this standard, is only about $200.”

			Eight months after the Emancipation Proclamation, human lives—real people—were traded for a mere two hundred dollars, and continued to be sold within the Confederacy for another two years. 

			My own ancestor, John MacCoone of Scotland, was taken prisoner at the Battle of Dunbar during the British Civil War, defeated by Cromwell’s army.  Captured in September of 1650, he was placed on a ship and sent to the New World where he was sold into indentured servitude.  Though by no means equal to the horrendous African Slave Trade which came only a few years later, life in indentured service was cruel and strict, a second class citizenship that carried few rights.  MacCoone left home to defend his king, and three months later found himself in Boston, sold for about twenty pounds to a land owner to serve out a seven-year contract he didn’t sign.

			In the Old Testament, if a bull killed a slave, the owner was required to compensate the slave’s master—not the slave’s family—with thirty shekels of silver.23

			Throughout history, societies have bartered and sold human lives, defining their value by cost and currency.  According to an article in The Washington Post: “From the day your baby is born until the day they turn 18, your family will spend about $310,605.”24  We would never confuse the cost of a child with the value of a child, because there is no price tag on love.  It certainly can’t be measured in dollars, pounds, or shekels, because we will spend whatever we have, do whatever it takes, for the person we love and value.

			God values you.  Because he loves you, he sees the highest value in you, and would pay the highest cost to make you his own.  He demonstrates this love in that, “While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8).  Even though you have nothing to give of earthly value, and nothing to offer of spiritual value, his love provides you with the utmost in heavenly value.

			Peter wants you to understand your value.  He is bringing us down a path toward holy living.  God has declared that you are holy, so we should choose holiness.  Holiness is about who God wants us to be, not what he wants us to do.  Throughout this process, Peter will present us with some hard choices.  And it won’t make sense until you see yourself as God sees you.

			9 . . . you are a chosen people . . .  

			The word for “people” doesn’t just signify a group or collection of people, but a race.  The word is genos,25 from which we get the word genus.  When we define any animal in creation, we refer to them by their genus and species.  Mankind is called Homo sapiens, which means “wise man” or “man of wisdom.”  The wolf is the Canis lupus, with the dog being a sub-classification of wolves, the Canis lupus familiaris.  But after that, whether a Chihuahua or a Great Dane, they are all still just dogs, only designated by breed.  We are a new breed, a new people.  As the Jews were God’s chosen people, we who are born again, born of the Spirit, are a chosen genos, a chosen race brought into existence through spiritual birth.

			9 . . . [You are] a royal priesthood . . . 

			“Royal,” here, is basileios,26 where we get the word basilica.  It is used interchangeably as referring to a palace or the courts, as well as defining the royal or kingly nature of something.  We are his royal priesthood, the priests of the king’s courts.  As his children and his people we are the children of the king, so as priests we become not just a priesthood, but a royal priesthood.  Jesus is called both our king and high priest, and our priestly service becomes royal as well.

			9 . . . [You are] a holy nation . . . 

			This is an ethnos,27 a tribe, a nation.  It is your ethnicity.  Paul writes in Galatians that:

			There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus (Galatians 3:28).

			Our spiritual ethnicity triumphs over our nationality, genealogy, gender, skin color, social status, and income bracket.  We are all one people, called to live as one and love as one in Christ: 

			9 . . . a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. 10 Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.

			“Once you were not a people,” a laos,28 a population of the same stock and the same language.  And no, that doesn’t mean “Christianese”—though that is certainly one of our dialects.  On the day of Pentecost,29 while the disciples were praying together, all of the people suddenly began speaking the same language to one another, each person understanding one another perfectly, hearing them in their own native tongue, even their own dialect.

			Before you weren’t a people, now you are a people.  You are:

			Children of the same Family

			Stones in the same Building

			Priests of the same Temple

			People of the same Ethnicity

			Citizens of the same Nation

			Do you feel the privilege?  Does it make you feel special?  I am always so blown away by how much the Father has done for us.  We sin.  We rebel.  But he shows us continual mercy . . . and he not only forgives us, but he escorts us into holiness.  He chose you before the foundation of the world to be his, not because you are so amazing . . . but because He is.

			We sit there and we contemplate what we want out of life.  A husband.  A wife.  Children.  A home.  A good job.  Success . . . in business, in entrepreneurship, in writing, in art, in leadership.  We strive, hoping that someone will take notice of that one thing we have worked so hard at so we can “hit the big time,”  to have someone look to you and say, “You’ve made it!  You’ve won the lottery.  You have what most people could only dream of having.”

			The reality is, you already have it!  God loves you.  He chose you from before the beginning of time to be his, to receive sonship and daughtership, to be born into a royal family, to be given a holy position and an extravagant inheritance, with special love and care being given to you in the meantime to prepare you for the greatest eternal experience.  No accomplishment of your own could have provided such an incredible blessing!

			With that in mind—since you’ve been given the greatest of all gifts, a stack of winning lottery tickets, the key to the mystery of life—what are you going to do with it?  Jesus comments in Luke 8:16 that,

			“No one, when he has lit a lamp, covers it with a vessel or puts it under a bed, but sets it on a lampstand, that those who enter may see the light.”

			Jesus is talking about living out the Gospel, letting your light shine so that others might see and discover their own value in Christ.  While your church might host events to share Jesus with the community, “we the church,” you and me, have an individual call on our lives to tell people about Jesus.  He gives us this call in his Great Commission:

			". . . All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.  And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”30

			Jesus begins by sharing that he has the authority to back up what he is about to say.  And having the authority, he says: “Go!”  But Jesus is saying more than that.

			Jesus is not the Big Boss pointing this way and that, laying down commands.  “Alright now, get to work!”  He is actually speaking very familiarly with them.  It’s a commission, not a commandment: 

			“I have something for you to do.  And I have the authority, so don’t be afraid.  In fact, I am giving you my authority.  As you go throughout the world, make disciples of all people, every ethnos, without prejudice or concern with who they are, Jew or Gentile.  Baptize them and teach them.  I’m with you now as much as I am with you throughout the rest of eternity.”

			Now, before you introverts let out a squeal and shed a tear . . .  Our first aim is to share it with our lives.  So Peter is going to show us what that looks like:

			11 Dear friends, I urge you . . . 

			As much as I like the term “Dear friends,” Peter is calling his readers “Beloved.” He genuinely and personally cares for them, and it matters to him that they understand this next part.  “Oh, you my dear friends whom I love and esteem so much . . . I urge you . . .”  Literally, “I have something to say and it is very important.”

			as foreigners and exiles . . . 

			Or as aliens and strangers.  This world is not our home.  It is not our final resting place.  We are citizens of another nation, aliens in this place, this world, this kingdom.  He says, listen:

			. . . abstain from sinful desires, which wage war against your soul. 

			If your goal is to reach others, and all you do is alter your outward appearance, then you’re just putting on a show.  Eventually, the curtain falls down and the “real you” is exposed for who you really are.  You can’t start with the outside, you have to start with the inside.

			Abstain from sinful desires. This is literally, “keep yourself away” from “fleshly lusts,” those desires that come from the animal nature of the self—the basest level in your innermost person.  They wage war against your soul.  The Greek here implies a military campaign against you.  You, however, are shielded by God’s grace, defended against an invasion (First Peter 1).  If this is true, where is the danger?  No doubt you’ve heard the saying: “You are your own worst enemy.”  You are the sole collaborator, the infiltrating spy, that can bring forth the onslaught.  We ourselves are the ones who open up the secret gate in the wall and let the enemy in.

			When we feed our flesh according to our lusts we tear ourselves apart from the inside out.  This is what you listen to, what you watch, from pornography to music to movies to Instagram—things which spark sexual desire, envy, lust, malice—the same things Peter warned about in the beginning of the chapter.  “Keep yourself away” from these things.  It’s on you.

			12 Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us.

			This isn’t an outward show, it’s an outward response.  It’s your inside, beginning at holiness, working its way through your heart and out into your life. Let your behavior be of such praiseworthiness, be so noble in its conduct, that even if others accuse you of wrong they will know better, and will even testify as you stand before the Lord that you were upright, and they will give God the glory for it.  

			And at some point, they will question it, why you do it, how you can handle it.  And you will find an opportunity to share what’s been happening on the inside, and why it shows on the outside.

			13 Submit yourselves for the Lord’s sake to every human authority: whether to the emperor, as the supreme authority, 14 or to governors, who are sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to commend those who do right. 

			Obey the law.  Not just traffic laws, but the rules and regulations set before you by the state.  Permits.  Codes.  Licenses.  Mandates.  Even if you don’t think it’s fair.  Be a law follower. Paul echoes this Romans 13:

			Let everyone be subject to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God. Consequently, whoever rebels against the authority is rebelling against what God has instituted, and those who do so will bring judgment on themselves (Romans 13:1-2).

			Peter says we do it “for the Lord’s sake,” because of him, to honor him.  Paul gives it clarity: because God established those authorities.  Jesus said to Pilate: “You would have no power over me if it were not given to you from above” (John 19:11).  God alone established Pilate’s authority, which gave him the power to crucify Jesus.  Jesus submitted to Pilate, because he was submitted to God.  As was intended, Jesus was condemned to death by mankind to pay the price for mankind.

			“But,” you say, “you don’t understand the governor, the president, I live under.”  When both Peter and Paul wrote these words, they were writing under the reign of Emperor Nero, a sadistic pagan ruler who persecuted Christians and slaughtered them by the thousands.  Liking your president or government leader doesn’t appear to be a prerequisite for obedience.  

			Then when is it okay to go against a government order?  

			In Acts 5:17-42, the apostles were arrested by the Sanhedrin.  But during the night, an angel released them with orders to go to the temple courts and preach about Jesus.  They obeyed God and taught the people, and were subsequently re-arrested.  When asked why they disobeyed, Peter replied, “We must obey God rather than men!” and then proceeded to preach to the Sanhedrin!  After much deliberation, the apostles were flogged, and as they left, they rejoiced “because they had been counted worthy of suffering disgrace for the Name” (v. 41).  

			It is no light matter to act against government authority.  Based on this account, what must be considered before we take such a drastic action?

			1)	When to follow the order means we have to defy what God has specifically called us to do . . . 

			and this is important—

			2)	When we are absolutely certain that our motivation has nothing to do with me, what I want, how I feel, my comforts and desires, or my personal preferences, but solely to serve God, in humility, for the salvation of the unsaved and the edification of the saved, and . . . 

			3)	When I am fully willing to suffer the consequences of my disobedience, trusting God to either rescue me from it or see me through it. 

			This is hard teaching, and not terribly popular, but I can’t reconcile it with the Word any other way.  

			Before I move on, there is one more thing to consider.  You may not like your president (or prime minister or sovereign).  You may even loathe him.  You may not agree with the stances of your governor.  You might find your city or county ordinances unfair or restrictive.  Whether this affects you personally, or your business, or your church, think about this before you decide to reject their authority:

			Parents, what if your children decided to obey your leadership in the manner you are choosing to act against your president?  Would you be okay with it?

			Bosses, imagine if your employees decided to act out because they felt your decisions weren’t fair in the same way you feel about the decisions of your governor?  Would they still have a job?

			Pastors, what if the members of your church decided to reject the authority of your leadership in the way you are challenging the authority of your civic leaders?  Would you take issue with that?

			What are you teaching others through your unwillingness to trust God’s sovereignty by rebelling against the authority which he established?

			15 For it is God’s will that by doing good you should silence the ignorant talk of foolish people. 

			By obeying the law, Peter tells us we are doing that which is good, and according to Paul, we are obeying what God himself has put in place.  There is a purpose in this.  Give no one a reason to accuse you.  They will accuse you anyway, but make them come up with a false reason.

			16 Live as free people, but do not use your freedom as a cover-up for evil; live as God’s slaves. 

			You’re free, no longer under the obligation and burden of the Law, but that freedom is there to live righteously, not to use it as a covering or a veil, a pretext to do wrong.  You are free from the Law, but a slave to God.  Jesus admonished in Mark 10, “If you want to be great, you must be a servant.  If you want to be first, you must be the slave of all.”  We are bonded to the Lord.  Free, but choosing him as our Master and Lord.

			And finally, if you really desire to win others to Jesus, to help them become disciples, believers:

			17 Show proper respect to everyone . . . 

			Do you?  Do your political views tear others down?  Do your social stances belittle others?  Do your religious beliefs cause you to look down on others in judgment instead of having compassion?  Do you love to argue?  Are you cruel in debate?

			It’s a simple statement.  Honor others.  You will not win people for Christ when you dishonor them.

			. . . love the family of believers . . . 

			John writes in First John 2 that hating a fellow believer is akin to living in the dark.  People will see how we treat other believers—especially those who don’t go to your church!  And that includes having grace for the immature believer, and people who don’t believe your identical theology.  People are listening to how you talk about other Christians.

			. . . fear God . . . 

			To fear him means to revere him.  Honor God in all things.  At work.  At home.  At play.  Honor God as though he was watching everything you do (and he is).  Again, he is the Lion of the Tribe of Judah, but he is still a lion. And per our previous C.S. Lewis quote, “He’s not a tame lion.”

			By the same token, are you trying to please men or God?  People can tell the difference.  Your neighbor, your parents, your kids, your friends, your teachers, your boss or fellow employees, your barber . . . Are you really worried about what they think about you loving Jesus?  If you told them, would they be surprised?  (“You’re a Christian?”)  Would they be put off by the revelation?  Or would it finally fit together?

			. . . honor the emperor.

			Remember who the emperor was.  Nero.  He is calling us to honor the Emperor.  Or the King.  Or . . . you know where I’m going with this . . . the President.

			With each president, I work really hard to refer to them as “President,” not just by their last name.  It’s about respecting the position, not the person.  Regardless of what you think of him, honor him.  That doesn’t mean you like him.  It certainly doesn’t mean you agree with him.  It doesn’t mean you can’t have discussions about his policies or political moves or attitudes or tweets.  But honor him.  Seriously, pray for him!  Love him, find affection for him, not because you love him but because Jesus does.  He is where he is because God ordained it.  Just like he did with Pharaoh, just like he did with Nebuchadnezzar, just like he did with Cyrus, the Persian king Isaiah prophesied about two hundred years before he even came into power:

			This is what the Lord says to his anointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand I take hold of to subdue nations before him and to strip kings of their armor, to open doors before him so that gates will not be shut . . . (Isaiah 45:1).

			People are watching.  They see how you treat others.  They are wondering if you mean what you say, and if you believe what you say you believe.  People need Jesus.  And if you have what they need, make every effort to help them be able to receive it.  

			We are Children of the same Family; Stones in the same Building; Priests of the same Temple; People of the same Ethnicity; Citizens of the same Nation.

			Jesus gave us a commission, a calling.  “I have chosen you, and I am calling you to go—across the ocean, across the street, across the aisle, across the table.  I have something for you to do, and I have the authority, so don’t be afraid.  As you go throughout the world, make disciples of all people, bring them to baptism and teach them.  I’m with you, now and forevermore.”
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			Chapter Six

			Slaves, Spouses & Submission

			When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly.

			— First Peter 2:23

			The people of Judah were taken captive, exiled from their land and forced to live in Babylon.  As they settled into their foreign home, false prophets among them declared, “Don’t worry!  God will rescue us from this place and send us home soon!”  But God sent word through Jeremiah the prophet to tell the people his true plan.

			This is what the LORD Almighty, the God of Israel, says to all those I carried into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: “Build houses and settle down; plant gardens and eat what they produce.  Marry and have sons and daughters; find wives for your sons and give your daughters in marriage, so that they too may have sons and daughters.  Increase in number there; do not decrease.  Also, seek the peace and prosperity of the city to which I have carried you into exile.  Pray to the LORD for it, because if it prospers, you too will prosper” (Jeremiah 29:4-7).

			We, as a spiritual ethnicity, foreigners from another kingdom, are to live this way here.  We build houses.  We settle down.  We engage in business.  We have families and give our children in marriage.  Then we seek the peace and the prosperity of the city or nation in which we live.  We pray to God for it . . . for if the city prospers, we prosper as well.

			Christians spend so much time trying to change their cities and nations by legislation, decrying immorality, and blaming others.  If we would instead become an intrinsic part of our community, growing in it, benefiting it, blessing it, reaching out to others with a genuine love, then people would see and understand why their city is doing so well, and they would have no choice but to give credit to the influence, and even more importantly, glory to the influencer.

			He continues in Jeremiah 29:10, telling them:

			“When seventy years are completed for Babylon, I will come to you and fulfill my good promise to bring you back to this place . . .”

			Look forward to the fact that one day he will certainly bring you home, but prepare to live a long, full life here in this foreign land.  While we live here—while we dwell on this earth—we remain representatives of the land we are from.  We are ambassadors (Ephesians 6:20).  Your church, your home, your life is the embassy.  Our home nation has a really open immigration policy, and we have been commissioned to help people emigrate and find asylum, offering them full citizenship.

			I’m from San Diego . . . born and raised.  It’s a great place to live, and filled with amazing people.  I feel like I’m a pretty good representative of my town.  Yes, I even say “dude” a lot.  (Dude!)  If I were to travel to Seattle or Dallas, or Paris or Seoul, and tell people where I am from, I hope they would think, “If all San Diegans are like you, I’d like to live there someday.”  When I tell people I’m a Christian, I am representing Jesus.  When people see me as a representative of the citizenship of the kingdom of heaven, are they believing that it is the place they want to spend their eternity?

			This is why Peter challenges us to start by purifying ourselves from within.  To abstain from fleshly lusts, to—as he put it in chapter 1—become holy, because God has called us to holiness, because he is holy.  And as he transforms us from the inside, it begins to appear outwardly in our lives, in our daily living, making an impression on those who do not believe.  Not to put on a show—he already called out hypocrisy, or acting—but for us to have his nature so firmly established on the inside that they see his nature on the outside.

			Providing an example of what this outward expression should look like, Peter admonishes us to show respect to everyone, love our church brothers and sisters, and to show honor to the one ultimately in power over the particular part of the world in which we dwell:  the emperor, the king, or the president.

			And now he narrows his focus:

			18 Slaves, in reverent fear of God submit yourselves to your masters, not only to those who are good and considerate, but also to those who are harsh. 19 For it is commendable if someone bears up under the pain of unjust suffering because they are conscious of God. 20 But how is it to your credit if you receive a beating for doing wrong and endure it? But if you suffer for doing good and you endure it, this is commendable before God. 

			Now, I’m pretty sure not too many of you reading this right now are slaves.  (And no, parents, you don’t qualify just because you feel like a slave.)  But it should be noted that at this time in Rome, the population of the city numbered about eight hundred seventy-five thousand people, five hundred thousand of which were slaves.  And many of the owners, the Roman citizens, were not known for their pleasantness.  One historian told of a slave who dropped a glass while serving dinner, and his owner promptly threw him into a pit of bloodsucking lampreys.

			Peter is not advocating slavery, but the fact is, there were slaves.  So he is presenting the answer to the question:  If you were a slave and a Christian, how should that affect your behavior?

			But it is also not a far stretch into drawing a parallel with employment.  Most of us are or at one time have been employees.  And we need to understand that we are to show honor and appropriate submission to our employers—not just the nice ones, but also the harsh ones.  Peter writes that it is “commendable” if you bear “unjust” suffering because you are conscious of God, and we ought to care more about what he thinks is right than about our own personal rights.  At the very least, we have the option of finding new employment.  A slave didn’t have that option.

			21 To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps.

			22 “He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth.”31

			23 When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly. 24 “He himself bore our sins”32 in his body on the cross, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; “by his wounds you have been healed.”33 25 For “you were like sheep going astray,”34 but now you have returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls.

			Why didn’t Jesus retaliate?  Why didn’t he fight back?  Because he entrusted himself to him who judges justly.  If there is one call we can place upon our lives to manage crises, frustrating people, oppression, and personal attack, it is that we must entrust ourselves to the Father and believe that he is a just judge, a righteous judge, and that he will deal with anything that needs to be dealt with.  And I mean anything.  We may get frustrated when our rights are infringed, but consider what the early Christians had to endure:

			“Sometimes you were publicly exposed to insult and persecution; at other times you stood side by side with those who were so treated. You suffered along with those in prison and joyfully accepted the confiscation of your property, because you knew that you yourselves had better and lasting possessions. So do not throw away your confidence; it will be richly rewarded. You need to persevere so that when you have done the will of God, you will receive what he has promised” (Hebrews 10:33-36).

			Don’t throw away your confidence, your hope, your conviction that you possess an inheritance, the reward of eternal life.  We persevere—we need to persevere—joyfully accepting the trouble that comes our way, for this persevering is the will of God.  This is how he calls you to represent him in this world.  And this is how he chooses to grow and mature you, refine you, for the greatest version of eternal life.

			So we entrust ourselves to a God who judges justly.  We place the response to our mistreatment into his hands.  He might deal with it now, or he might deal with it at judgment, but he will deal with it.  We must trust the work of justice and judgment to him.  We will forever struggle with the actions of others—and very importantly, we will have a hard time forgiving others—if we cannot trust that God is truly just.

			As we’ve discussed, the major theme of First Peter is suffering.  The word is used sixteen times throughout the letter.  We’re told to expect it, to know that it is good for us, and to be prepared for its coming.  The people Peter was writing to were about to endure a massive persecution where hundreds of thousands would be tortured and killed.  So it seems only natural for him to address marriage at this point.  Because where there is marriage, you better believe there is suffering.  (That’s a joke.  Sort of.)

			Truthfully, how we handle or address our marriage will make a radical difference in how we handle suffering.  Because when suffering enters into the marriage, it can push you apart or it can pull you together.  When my wife and I are unified in the Lord and with each other, we have a strength much deeper than what we could ever manage on our own.  That unity has saved our marriage on more than one occasion.

			Half of marriages end in divorce, and many more are crippled by fighting, bitterness, and a lack of communication.  People are desperate for new insights on how to improve their marriages.  We have so many books and seminars and videos on how to have a solid marriage, and we have an internet filled with information.  But if you compiled all that Jesus said about marriage, you could study through it in about ten minutes.  It isn’t brief because it is unimportant.  It’s brief because it is clear.  We know what to do.  We have to do what we know.

			1 Wives, in the same way . . . 

			In the same way as what?  Don’t be confused by a new chapter number.  Peter’s letter wasn’t broken up into chapter and verse when he wrote it.  It’s like a “therefore.”  Go back and see what he’s been talking about.  Place it into context.  This section is intrinsically tied to the last one:  Submit yourselves to authority.  Show proper respect to everyone, love the family of believers, fear God.  And if you suffer, Christ suffered first, and entrusted himself to him who judges justly.

			1 Wives, in the same way be submissive . . . 

			Ohmigosh he said the word!  Submissive.  In the Greek it is hupotasso.35  It means to subordinate oneself, to subject oneself, to obey.

			But check this out: hupotasso is a Greek military term meaning “to arrange [troop divisions] in a military fashion under the command of a leader.” In non-military use, it was “a voluntary attitude of giving in, cooperating, assuming responsibility, and carrying a burden.”  Colonels must subordinate themselves to their generals, but even generals have a leader.  And generals can’t do all the work themselves.  They need a colonel to take on certain duties and to oversee young recruits.  This directive of submission is not disrespectful to women—it assumes her high qualifications and character—nor is it an excuse to disrespect women.  Husbands, she is not your private, but your colonel, able to assume responsibility, equipped with your authority.  Wives, he needs your voluntary willingness to cooperate, and to understand that he bears a responsibility to a higher authority.

			Peter then offers a deeper purpose for this submission:

			. . . be submissive to your husbands so that, if any of them do not believe the word, they may be won over without words by the behavior of their wives, 2 when they see the purity and reverence of your lives. 

			If your husband is not a believer, this is your first ministry.  And I would like to testify to the truth of this statement.  Fact is, when a husband gets saved, more often than not we find the wife and kids follow his direction and leadership.  We see this twice in the book of Acts: in Acts 10 when Cornelius is saved, his whole family is saved and baptized; and again in Acts 16 when the jailer and his family believe and are baptized.

			But when a wife comes to the Lord, there often seems to be a disconnect with the husband.  Maybe it’s because there is “another man” in her life, someone else she chooses to submit to.  Maybe it’s just classic male pride.  So he hesitates.  Because of this, the submission of the wife, which leads to a change in her behavior, is the greatest key to winning her husband over to Christ.

			In my own life, my mom got saved only a few years into my parents’ marriage.  After watching Jesus Christ Superstar (go figure!), it left her with questions and she sought out answers.  I was blessed to be taken to good Bible-believing churches since my early childhood, and as a result, I was baptized when I was nine.  

			My dad, however, did not follow in her pursuit.  But she was always respectful to him.  Even as she grew in the Lord and matured in her faith, my dad was the head of the household.  She stood by him in all his decisions.  They never seemed divided.  And if she did disagree, she deferred to his final decision on the matter.  Both my brother and sister found the Lord as well, but my dad continued to hold out.  Honestly, he wanted nothing to do with religion or church.  The decades continued, and I never saw her push him or goad him.  But, oh! how she prayed for him.  She became an example for me as well.  I learned that the best thing I could do for my dad was to show him my faith.  To be loving, respectful, sharing my faith without forcing him into wanting to push back.

			Then he began to want to go to church.  Just here and there.  The Lord put Christian friends in his life, including a pastor who served as a chaplain for the fire department my dad worked for before his retirement.  And finally, a few months after his seventieth birthday, that pastor said, “What are you waiting for?”

			My four favorite moments with my dad:  When he told me he found Jesus; when I was able to baptize him that Easter Sunday; when he walked out into the water with me to help baptize my own son; and to sit with him on a recent Father’s Day and have him offer some great biblical advice.

			All because my mom understood what it was to be submissive.  To subordinate herself as a colonel to a general, knowing that in truth she served the king.

			3 Your beauty should not come from outward adornment such as braided hair and the wearing of gold jewelry and fine clothes.

			Adornment is the word kosmos.36  It’s where we get the word “cosmetics.”  Her adornment should not be her world, the way she governs herself.  Outward beauty is great—a fit body, stylish hair, nice clothes, make-up on point—but it is not meant to be her world, or how she determines her personal value.  The issue is not that women should be plain, but that the use of cosmetics or attention to their outward appearance shouldn’t be the essence of their beauty.

			At a middle school camp I attended as a youth leader, the speaker commented to the kids:  “Guys and girls, I’ve already seen you looking around the chapel at each other—who’s cute, who might be available.  And girls, you’re thinking about what you’re wearing and how you look.  But remember this: Whatever you catch them with, you have to keep them with.”  Win a boy with your beauty, and you will forever have to maintain that beauty.  Win a boy with your godliness, and all you ever need do is grow in godliness, and he’ll love you all the more for it!

			J. Vernon McGee, a southern preacher with a world-wide radio ministry, once commented:  “Someone once asked me, ‘Brother McGee, is it appropriate for a woman to wear makeup?’  And I said, ‘Well, if the barn needs painting . . . paint it!’”  But just recognize . . . it’s only a barn.  It’s what’s inside the barn that matters.

			4 Instead, it should be that of your inner self, the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit  . . . 

			A gentle spirit.  A meek spirit.  In the Greek it is the word praus,37 and it is the root word for gentleness, one of the fruits of the Spirit.38  Jesus called himself meek: “. . . for I am gentle [meek] and humble in heart . . .”39  This is meekness, not weakness.  Anyone who would empty himself of his power and turn his face to endure the scourge and the cross is not weak.  Meekness, gentleness, is a choice, and comes to us as fruit of the Spirit, fruit that comes through trial.  But it produces something good, fulfilling, and sweet: Fruit!  It is the opposite to self-assertiveness and self-interest.

			. . . [this] gentle and quiet spirit . . . is of great worth in God’s sight.

			It is of great worth, precious.  This word is only used two other times, most notably in reference to the alabaster box of spikenard used to anoint Jesus, worth a dowry, at least a year’s wages.

			5 For this is the way the holy women of the past who put their hope in God used to make themselves beautiful. They were submissive to their own husbands, 6 like Sarah, who obeyed Abraham and called him her lord. You are her daughters if you do what is right and do not give way to fear.

			When Sarah learned she would have a child, she “laughed within herself, saying, ‘After I have grown old, shall I have pleasure, my lord being old also?’”40 This is the first time the lowercase “lord” appears in the Bible.  We are called children of Abraham when we become people of faith.  Women, when you choose this kind of godly submission, you are daughters of Sarah.

			And Sarah went through some things with Abraham.  (“Honey, so there’s this God and he spoke to me . . . We’re moving away.”)  He brought her down to Egypt.  Even when she suggested that he conceive a child with Hagar, Abraham’s acceptance was bad leadership on his part.  But her brightest moments are when she trusted Abraham and trusted God to make all things right.

			Now we come to verse 7.

			I was preparing to leave the house for a premarital counseling appointment.  I was performing my first wedding, a young couple that was a part of my young adult ministry.  I was going to meet with them and one of the pastors of the church, and I was desperately trying to be on time.  I am notoriously late.  Always.  Not terribly late, but my internal clock always seems to run about five minutes too slow.  I often joke that the only thing I’ll be on time for is my death, but I’ll probably be late for my funeral.

			So I was running about the house and gathering my things and trying to get out the door.  My marriage was not currently in a very unified state.  My wife, pregnant with our second child, was in a mood.  My own temper wasn’t what it should have been either.  She started making comments.  Pushing my buttons.  Poke.  I began responding.  So she pushed another button.  Poke.  It started to get ugly.  It’s what I like to call “intense fellowship,” but you probably call it an argument.  Every time I tried to walk out the door she had another comment.  Poke.  And I couldn’t let it go.  Finally, I said, “Look, now I’m late!  I’m leaving!”  She scoffed, “That’s fine.  They were expecting you to be late anyway.”  Poke.  That was the button.

			I snapped.  I whirled and punched the large TV armoire in our living room.  It was made of pine—that’s a soft wood, right?  Well, it sure hurt.  I turned and grabbed my wallet, but it fell out of my hand.  Hurriedly, I scooped it up with the other hand and headed out the door.  As I sat in my car, angry, I took a look at my hand.  It was already swelling up, with a big lump at the base near the wrist.

			I went to the appointment and apologized for being late (kicking myself . . . of course I’m late, I’m always late!).  We walked through all of the blessings of marriage and things to expect going in.  The joys of two becoming one.  The pleasure of being married to someone who knows you so well.  The more I shared, the worse I felt, and it had nothing to do with my throbbing hand.

			After the appointment, I drove myself to the emergency room.  I brought my Bible with me for the long wait.  I needed to draw close to God.  To read from his Word. First Peter . . . that has something on marriage, doesn’t it?  I figured God would tell me something about how wives ought to be.  I flipped the pages to chapter 3.  Then I got to verse 7.

			I believe the use of one verse here for men is more significant, not less . . . 

			7 Husbands, in the same way . . . 

			In the same way as what?  Submit yourselves to authority.  Show proper respect to everyone, love the family of believers, fear God.  And if you suffer, Christ suffered first, and entrusted himself to him who judges justly.

			7 Husbands, in the same way be considerate as you live with your wives . . . 

			I dug deeper here.  In the King James Version it says to “dwell with them according to knowledge . . .”  If you don’t understand them, live with them like you do!  Spoken like a married man.  Look, men, I know you don’t understand your wives.  Oh, you get her ticks, her habits, her personality.  You know her . . . 

			But you don’t understand her.  It’s like the book I found once called Everything Men Know about Women. All the pages were blank!  And she starts crying.  Why?  She’s suddenly moody.  Why?  She’s upset.  Why?

			Let me drop this piece of wisdom on you:  I don’t know.  And I never will.  But I do know that she needs to be loved.  And she needs to be respected as the first person of my ministry.  She needs to be the most important person in my life next to Jesus.  So I will live as though I understand.  I know it makes sense to God.  And if it doesn’t make sense to me, and it causes me some form of anguish or suffering or hurt, I know that Christ suffered first, and he set an example for us to love and not retaliate, to trust that God knows what is best, and that he is just.  So we:

			. . . treat them with respect as the weaker partner and as heirs with you of the gracious gift of life, so that nothing will hinder your prayers.

			The weaker partner.  The King James and other versions use the term “the weaker vessel.”  We are the cast iron pots.  They are the expensive vase.  Do we treat them as though they will break?  As though they are fragile?  As though they are valuable?  As though they are precious to God?  If you don’t, it will hinder your prayers! 

			I used to imagine God standing there like a protective father, stating, “If you don’t treat my girl right, I’m not going to listen to you.”  But that is not the point.

			If I am not submitted to God in other areas of my life, such that I am incapable of treating my wife, my precious gift of God, with proper value, consideration, and respect, as an equal in receiving eternal life—pay attention now gentlemen!—what makes me think that the kinds of prayers I am offering up to God are the kinds of prayers he will be in agreement with?  What response should I expect?

			Respect her, love her, treat her as though she is as much an heir in God’s inheritance as you are, part of a royal priesthood, a daughter of the king, worthy of your care and gentleness, and with a meekness of your own that follows the example of Christ.  You might discover that she finds following you comes much easier.

			My wife and I reached a turning point that day.  I came home from the ER and she began apologizing before she even saw me.  I apologized for not being willing to stand down, for so badly losing my temper.  I had shattered the bones in my hand.  I required surgery.  I performed my first baptism and my first wedding with a cast on.  But it served as a reminder for both of us long after the cast came off.  We made conscious changes in how we “intensely fellowshipped.”  We agreed in advance how to de-escalate, how to be more respectful to one another.

			Knowing you will have trials, we are told to be prepared.

			It’s not enough to know your marriage will have trials.  You have to be prepared.  To plan in advance.  To have a ready heart.  To already be submitted to God.  To trust as Jesus trusted.  Husbands and wives: You know what to do.  Now do what you know.

			We are called to submission.  To authorities, the ones we love and the ones we don’t.  To masters and employers, whether they treat us justly or unjustly.  In our marriages, whether to believers or unbelievers, for better or for worse.  But more importantly, to God.  How we submit in each of these areas will be a reflection of how we are submitted to him.

			Jesus gave us the example.  He kept his mouth shut.  He endured the hurt, the rejection, the whip, and the cross, knowing that God would make all things right.  He trusted in God’s justice and his justness.  He said, “Not my will, but yours be done.”41 If it was good enough for him, isn’t it good enough for you and me?  It has to be.  It is the key to finding a blessing in the midst of our suffering.
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			Chapter Seven

			The Blessing of Suffering

			But even if you should suffer for what is right, you are blessed.

			— First Peter 3:14

			“Who do you think you are?  Will you alter the world?” cries the frightened priest.

			The 2005 film Kingdom of Heaven tells the story of Balian, a blacksmith-turned-knight-turned-lord of Ibelin, a nobleman of the crusader-era Kingdom of Jerusalem.  Based on historical accounts, Balian led the defense of the city during the siege of Jerusalem by the sultan Saladin in 1187 AD, who sought to re-establish Muslim military might in the Holy Lands.

			With an army of thousands on approach, Balian finds himself with only a few knights.  The rest of his defenders are little more than the servants and citizens of the city dressed in ill-fitting armor, untrained, but unwilling to give in to their attackers.  This is their home, and the people within the walls must be defended.

			When a desperate, cowardly priest urges Balian to flee, he instead turns to his soldiers and orders, “Every man at arms or capable of bearing them: Kneel!”

			Balian then leads them in the knight’s oath:

			Be without fear in the face of your enemies.

			Be brave and upright, that God may love thee.

			Speak the truth, even if it leads to your death.

			Safeguard the helpless.  That is your oath.

			He strikes the face of a kneeling youth, backhanding him on the right cheek.  “That is so you remember it,”  because a knight’s duties will come with shock, surprise, and unexpected pain.

			Balian commands: “Rise a knight.  Rise a knight!”

			Dozens of knights rise to their feet, determined, invigorated for the coming onslaught.  The frightened priest protests, demanding to know of Balian who he thinks he is. The priest challenges: “Do you think that making a man a knight makes him a better fighter?”

			Turning to the priest, he declares: “Yes.”42

			When you know who you are, it brings clarity to your purpose, your value—your calling.  The coming battle is no longer a threat, but an obligation to meet head on.  The struggle is inevitable.  Suffering is to be expected.  But you know there is a higher purpose.

			No longer servants, peasants, and gravediggers, the historical Balian, Baron of Ibelin, knighted sixty men that day.  Even though Saladin’s army knocked down the wall, they were never able to enter the city, such was the defense of these men, and thousands were saved within the city’s walls.

			So I ask: “Who do you think you are?”  It matters.

			We are living stones.  We comprise his living temple.  We are called to be people who don’t go to church, but who are the Church.

			Many of us have been taught the importance of going to church.  We go to see our friends, to participate in worship, and hear a message.  Perhaps something in that message will offer some spiritual inspiration.  Perhaps not.  We expect that our church will engage in outreach and bring in more people—because that’s their job.  Maybe the church will grow.  Maybe we’ll grow.  Maybe not.

			But when we are the church, the church is who we are all of the time.  Every day.  Every hour.  It changes our mindset, how we think about everything, about who we are in Christ.  It changes how we interact with our kids, our neighbors, our husbands or our wives, our friends and relatives . . . even total strangers.  We take ownership that God has called us out of death and into a new life to make us “a chosen people, a royal priesthood, and a holy nation,” an ethnos—a spiritual ethnicity.  We are ambassadors of a heavenly country, commissioned to help others emigrate and become full citizens.

			Then we are forever ruined for going to church.  We must simply be what we are.  Living stones.  Ambassadors.  Holy priests.  We are the church.

			This is who we are in Christ, our identity.  And if who we are matters, then how we conduct ourselves matters.  As representatives of the Kingdom of Heaven, we are called to love those we might otherwise not love, to honor those who seem unworthy of it, to live righteously for those who do not understand righteousness, and to refrain from judgment upon others, applying compassion, mercy, and forgiveness.  We discover that our greatest tool is a changed life.  Not acting holy but being holy, transformed from the inside, reflected on the outside.

			It drives us to humility, to embrace meekness.  There is no room for pride, because its not about me.  It’s about connecting the person in front of me to Jesus.

			We begin to understand why it is commendable if we bear unjust suffering because we are conscious of God—caring more about what God thinks is right than about our own personal rights.  It’s the example we were given by Jesus, who suffered for us, who didn’t retaliate or fight back when he was being insulted and beaten and whipped and crucified, but who entrusted himself to the Father because the Father is a just judge.  And if Jesus could trust that God would make all things right, then we can too.

			We find that our suffering has a greater purpose.  And if suffering has a purpose, then it must be beneficial.  And if it is beneficial, then it must hold a blessing.  

			This is where Peter has been bringing us all along—to the blessing of suffering.

			Peter has told us who we are in Christ.  He has told us what it means to walk in his ways.  He has spoken to slaves, wives, and husbands.  And now:

			8 Finally, all of you, live in harmony with one another; be sympathetic . . . 

			To live in harmony literally means to be of the same mind, to be unified.  A musical chord comprises a series of individual notes that are intended to be played simultaneously, in a single strum or pressing of the keys, the result of which is a fuller, more resonant sound than any of those notes could produce on their own.  In Philippians 2, Paul says that the unity of the believers would make his joy complete.  They already brought him joy, but if they would walk together, focused, unified—harmonized—there would be no strife, nothing holding them back in their ministry and mission of the Gospel.

			. . . love as brothers . . . 

			Once when my sons were younger I walked in on them treating each other pretty badly.  Breaking up their argument I asked, “Would you go to someone else’s house and treat their kids that way?”  My younger boy said, “No, but he’s my brother!”  Sometimes we are harshest with those closest to us, taking advantage of an unbreakable relationship.  But Peter is talking about that brotherly or sisterly bond, that feeling that no matter how frustrating or annoying your brother or sister in the body of Christ is, you will be immediately protective and jump to action the moment there is a need.  

			. . . be compassionate and humble. 9 Do not repay evil with evil or insult with insult, but with blessing, because to this you were called so that you may inherit a blessing.

			“Called,” here, is the Greek word kaleo,43 and in this phrasing it means to be invited in.  As Christians, when we are being persecuted or railed upon or attacked, we are being called—we are being invited in to a new mindset—not to repay evil with evil or insult with insult, but with a blessing.

			That is not what the world does.  We excel at comebacks.  We fight for our rights and for proper treatment at all costs.  Watch a little YouTube and you’ll find tons of videos of people yelling at each other, cussing each other out, and tearing each other down.  We are a society of one-uppers.  You can’t do that to me. You can’t say that to me.

			In humility—not a popular character trait—our lives should be marked by answering evil and insults with a blessing.  It is what it must be to be called a Christian!  We are given a calling, an invitation, because it goes against our human nature.  Jesus makes this same point in Matthew 5:

			“You have heard that it was said, ‘Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.’44 But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also. And if someone wants to sue you and take your tunic, let him have your cloak as well. If someone forces you to go one mile, go with him two miles. Give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you” (Matthew 5:38-42).

			To comprehend Jesus’ meaning, you must first understand that “an eye for an eye” has never been about justice, but temperance.  People like to call for an eye for an eye, but that is not where it usually ends.  You ding my car, I kick in your door.  You insult me, I punch you in the mouth.  You punch me in the mouth, I knock you out, and so it goes, escalated further and further.  The reason this rule was provided is because when we are wounded or offended, our tendency is to take the response too far.  It’s only an eye for an eye, only a tooth for a tooth.  Our version of justice is typically to go beyond justice.  So the Lord was making an allowance for justice upon an unrepentant offender, not providing an excuse or a reason for revenge.

			But then Jesus takes this message of temperance even further.  He says, “Yes, you are justified by the law for an equal response.  He took your eye, you have the right to take an eye.  He knocked out a tooth, you have the right to knock out a tooth.  He dinged your car, you may ding his back.  But I say, even if you are justified by the law to do it . . . don’t!  Let it go.  Take the hit.  Allow the insult.  In fact . . . offer a blessing.”

			Are you serious?  Consider this.  What is our greater aim?  To be right?  Not to look foolish?  Or to find an opportunity to tell them about Jesus?  Someone wants to take your shirt, imagine their shock when you give them your jacket too.  “Why would you do that?”  Tell them.  A Roman soldier had the right to pull you away from whatever you were doing and force you to carry his pack for one mile.  As you reach the mile marker and he reaches for his pack you say, “Oh, that’s okay, I’ll carry it another mile.”  “Excuse me?”  “No, I don’t mind.”  “Why would you do that?”  And now you have the next fifteen minutes to tell him about Jesus, to share with him about God’s love and compassion—a compassion you now share.  You’re carrying his pack, you have a captive audience!  Or . . . you can gripe about how unfair it is.

			Peter echoes Jesus by explaining that we are to deliver a blessing in the face of a curse, and then he quotes from Psalm 34 to drive it home:

			10 For,

			“Whoever would love life and see good days must keep his tongue from evil and his lips from deceitful speech.  11 He must turn from evil and do good; he must seek peace and pursue it. 12 For the eyes of the Lord are on the righteous and his ears are attentive to their prayer, but the face of the Lord is against those who do evil.”45

			Do you want to love life?  Do you want to see good days?  Who doesn’t?  Take note, he’s not talking about joy in tough circumstances, where we rejoice through all of our difficulties.  He’s talking about happiness, good times, happy days, peace.  If you really want to love your life, Peter says, watch your mouth.  In some respects it means, “Shut up!”  Someone insults you . . . shut up!  Retaliation just brings difficulties.  Seek peace.  Aim for peace.  Strive for peace.  Pursue peace.  Literally, it means to chase it down to catch it.  Metaphorically, it means to earnestly seek it.  Chase down peace, even when it seems elusive.

			13 Who is going to harm you if you are eager to do good? 

			In most cases, people are not going to continue their attack on you if you are coming back and blessing them, or offering an apology, or making an appeal to make things right, especially if the issue is not even your fault.

			14 But even if you should suffer for what is right, you are blessed. “Do not fear their threats; do not be frightened.” 15 But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord.

			Don’t be afraid (phobeo46) of their fearsomeness (phobos47) or their intimidation.  It means, “Do not fear their terror,” or “Do not be afraid of the fear they inspire.”  Set apart Christ as Lord.  They are not your Lord.  They are nothing more than terrorists.

			God is telling us, “You don’t have to worry about them.  You worry about me.  You worry about my call on your life to be holy, and I will keep you safe.  I will shield you.”  And he truly does keep us from harm.  Yes, someone may hurt us.  They may strike us.  They may do damage.  But they can’t harm our souls.  When we trust that God is the one who judges justly, we don’t need to worry about how we are treated by others.  Let God be the one to handle justice, he’s better at it than we are.  There is a lot of peace in that.

			Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect, 16 keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behavior in Christ may be ashamed of their slander.

			I have known people who were always quick to attack the sins of sinners, and rarely are they gentle or respectful.  It’s as though they are surprised that sinners actually sin!  When the world gets frustrated by judgmental Christians, it’s because too many of us are neither gentle nor respectful.

			He says to “be prepared to give an answer.”  “Answer” is the word apologia,48 where we get the word “apologetics.”  It means, “a reasoned statement or argument.”  It doesn’t mean to start an argument.

			When your habit is to return a blessing for a curse, eventually someone is going to ask you why you’re doing that.  When that time comes, be prepared to provide a reasoned statement, an explanation, for why you are a Christian.  We do it in love, not to show them they are wrong and stick it to them, but because they are wrong, because they are on the other side of faith in Christ, and because your desire is that they would be made right with Christ.

			17 It is better, if it is God’s will, to suffer for doing good than for doing evil.  18 For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God.

			If Jesus was not exempted from sufferings, should we expect to be exempt?  But there is a difference in suffering for being a law breaker, or just being rebellious, than in suffering for what is right.

			There was a pastor who decided to go to the DMV to preach to the people waiting in line.  While I appreciate his desire to share Christ, California law does not allow speeches, including preaching, to a captive audience.  It was government property, and the people in line couldn’t leave without forfeiting their position.  When the police showed, they asked him to move to the sidewalk.  The pastor began arguing and refused, so they arrested him.  He complained to the crowd, “You can talk about anything you want, but you can’t talk about the Bible.”  But he could.  On the sidewalk.  By the time he was done, no one cared about what he had to say.  Message not received.

			He was put to death in the body but made alive by the Spirit, 19 through whom also he went and preached to the spirits in prison 20 who disobeyed long ago when God waited patiently in the days of Noah while the ark was being built. 

			Okay, some clarification.  There are some translational nuances missing.  It would best read as:  “He was put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the Spirit.  And through the Spirit he went [down] and preached to the spirits in prison.”

			Who are these spirits?  Jude 6 seems to give us the best understanding:

			. . . the angels who did not keep their positions of authority but abandoned their proper dwelling—these he has kept in darkness, bound with everlasting chains for judgment on the great Day.

			Historically, the general understanding of this passage in the time of the Apostles was that these were demonic spirits.  So why is Jesus preaching to them?  Paul writes in Philippians 2:10 —

			. . . that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth . . . 

			What did Jesus say?  The answer to this is not revealed in scripture, but the word for “preach” here does not imply a Gospel message, as though he were trying to save them, but rather a proclamation.

			It seems Jesus had cause to present himself to those demonic forces who, along with Satan, rebelled against God, then sought to destroy his plan for salvation by corrupting the human race for evil.  By the time of Noah, only his family was found to be worthy of saving through the flood.  Noah must have given testimony as to why he was building his nautical monstrosity, but mankind was so corrupted, no one came.

			So Jesus died in the flesh, but being alive in the Spirit, he went down and made a triumphant proclamation at the bars of the prison in Hades, delivering a message of judgment and final condemnation to these disobedient spirits.  While we don’t know what was said, I imagine it started something like this:  “It is finished.”

			In [the ark] only a few people, eight in all, were saved through water, 21 and this water symbolizes baptism that now saves you also—not the removal of dirt from the body but the pledge of a good conscience toward God.

			It is your pledge, your declaration to make God your God, that brings you into salvation with God.  That is the moment of your surrender, acknowledging him as Lord.

			This is why it is important to be baptized.  I always say at a baptism that it is the one thing you can do to declare that your decision to follow Christ is a conscious choice.  Baptism isn’t something you can later say, “I didn’t mean it.”  What other reason could you possibly have for walking out into the water, praying a prayer with the baptizer, and allowing him to hold your nose and dunk you under the water?  It would be like saying, “I didn’t mean to get married.  I was standing there at the front of the church and this girl walked down the aisle . . .”  You don’t get baptized on accident.  It’s a conscious choice, a knowing statement that “I am choosing to follow Jesus.”  So when you are ready to take the pledge, take the plunge!

			[Your pledge] saves you by the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 

			“By,” here, is literally “through.”  Your pledge to God saves you through the resurrection of Jesus Christ.  It’s not your pledge that saves you, but the resurrection.

			It saves you [through] the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 22 who has gone into heaven and is at God’s right hand—with angels, authorities and powers in submission to him.

			We know that:

			Because you are saved, you will go through trials.

			And that your trials come so your faith might be proved genuine.

			Knowing you will have trials, we are told to be prepared.

			And to be holy, because “I am holy.”

			We choose holiness.  We prepare ourselves on the inside so righteousness and holiness shows on the outside.  We place ourselves in submission to rulers, authorities, and powers because we understand they are in submission to Jesus—whether they admit it or not.  In the face of attack, we endure it with humility, because Jesus endured it with humility, and he trusted in the Father who judges justly.

			The Father is so concerned with justice that in between the death and resurrection of Jesus, He sent Jesus into hell itself to make a proclamation to those who wanted to thwart his plan of salvation:  It is finished.  Game over.  Bow down.  I . . . am . . . Lord.

			And we give God the glory.  

			So you praise God, because you are saved.



42 20th Century Fox Home Entertainment. (2005). Kingdom of Heaven [DVD]. Beverly Hills, CA.

43 καλέω – kaléō (kal-eh’-o)
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45 Psalm 34:12-16

46 φοβέω – phobéō (fob-eh’-o)

47 φόβος – phóbos (fob’-os)
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			Chapter Eight

			A Blessing for an Insult

			Whoever would love life and see good days must keep their tongue from evil and their lips from deceitful speech.

			— Psalm 34:12-13

			In my early twenties, I was sharing with some friends from work that I wanted to write Christian Fiction.  One girl looked at me funny and said, “Christian Fiction . . . that sounds boring.”  Thinking of some of the incredible books in the genre, I asked her why she thought it would be boring.  She said, “Nothing would happen.  Everything would be all perfect and happy all the time.  There would be no conflict.”

			The world often sees Christians as trying to bring about some sort of utopia, and it is no wonder, because that is what many Christians do!  They have lost their patience in waiting for the promised eternal kingdom, and are trying to make that kingdom a reality on this earth now.  They gather around moral principles, social reforms, and political affiliations, and legislation becomes the primary tool to enforce “right behavior.”  To anything that threatens this paradise on earth, anger becomes the prevailing emotion, and judgment the automatic response. 

			Grace becomes law.  Faith, hope, and love are replaced with work, expectation, and authority.  And those in opposition are no longer the people who need to be loved into the kingdom, but the enemy.  Worse yet, Jesus becomes a revolutionary messiah to save us from “Roman occupation,” rather than the savior who takes away the sin of the world.

			We are ambassadors, living in a foreign country, not here to lead a moral and social coup d’etat, but to represent our heavenly kingdom and lead others into new citizenship.  Living here is not an easy assignment, but it is only temporary.  One day we will be called home.  We cannot lose hope.

			This is why it is so important to understand our suffering, to learn that we are actually called to suffering, to expect suffering because Christ suffered first.  That it is even commendable if we endure unjust suffering.

			So when the citizens of this fallen world oppose us or attack us, no matter how harsh, how rude, how cruel, rather than see them as the enemy, Peter tells us not to “repay evil with evil or insult with insult. On the contrary, repay evil with blessing” (First Peter 3:9).  When someone pays you with evil, or they pay you an insult—the opposite of being paid a compliment—he says to pay it back with something of greater value.  Pay it back with a blessing.  In fact, he says, you have been called to this, or invited to this, because doing it means you will inherit a blessing from God.  When you pay out a blessing, you receive a blessing to your inheritance account!

			Why does God ask you to give a blessing in the face of adversity?  And why does he promise to reward us for it?

			#1 — It helps us grow

			Your trials come so your faith might be proved genuine.

			We suffer through a variety of difficulties that help us grow:

			Suffering at the hands of others:  Hurtful attitudes, dominance, belittling, power plays, also abuse (physical and emotional), or a direct financial or legal attack on your livelihood.

			Suffering through circumstances:  Employment troubles, money struggles, housing issues, health concerns.

			Suffering through sin (and correction, rebuke):  Sometimes we are in sin, but we are being corrected by the Lord, and it becomes a dark time in our lives, a time of doubt, or of letting go of things we consider important.  It becomes a time for healing and seeking his face.  

			Though I have experienced all of these kinds of suffering in my life, the one that has affected me most has been this last one, where God takes me to the bottom, allows me to be crushed, then puts me back together again.

			I wouldn’t be who I am if it weren’t for my trials.  Many of these struggles I pray I never go through again, but because of the lessons I’ve learned through them, I would never go back.  I could never wish they hadn’t happened.  I have seen too much how God has chosen to mold me and make me in his image.  Like a piece of clay, lovingly, carefully, and sometimes forcefully shaped and formed, I see that my life is covered by the fingerprints of God.

			#2 — It changes our focus of what is important

			“Whoever would love life and see good days must keep their tongue from evil and their lips from deceitful speech. 11 They must turn from evil and do good; they must seek peace and pursue it. 12 For the eyes of the Lord are on the righteous and his ears are attentive to their prayer, but the face of the Lord is against those who do evil.”

			— First Peter 3:10-12, 
taken from Psalm 34:12-16

			Do you want to love life?  Do you want to see good days?  David writes in the Psalms, and Peter quotes it here:  “. . . then keep your tongue from evil,” or keep it from responding with evil.  And keep your lips from, or refrain from speaking with, deceitful speech.  This is “guile,” lying to cover your butt, or changing the story to benefit you.  Instead, turn from evil and do good.  Seek peace. Pursue peace.

			Those who are insulated from problems, or who avoid challenges, will do all they can to make life as easy for themselves as possible.  They will often compromise what is right, because they are looking out for Number One.  Whatever suits me.  Whatever helps me get along.  A little cheating here, a little lie there.  Avoiding trouble at all costs.  I don’t need the pressure.  But we tend to find that the more people keep themselves from problems, the less joy or satisfaction they truly have.

			Peter is telling us something that is totally against our nature.  He’s saying not to seek to eliminate the problem if it means compromising your integrity.  Don’t make it easier if it means lying or cheating or hurting others.  You won’t fix a relationship by abandoning it and walking away, by failing to forgive and holding a grudge because you are unwilling to seek peace.

			Choose to do good, seek peace, don’t murmur, don’t try to manipulate the situation, and you will find that you will love life—because God will meet you in the midst of difficulty.  If your trial is there to help you grow, he will be there in your trial to help you grow.  

			Paul writes in Colossians:

			Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things (Colossians 3:1-2).

			When we set our hearts on heavenly things, when we consider what wonders and joys await us in the perspective of eternity, we begin to see our lives here as our preparation, this world as our temporary dwelling place.  We are, after all, living stones in a heavenly temple, a royal priesthood with a heavenly calling, and a holy nation, a spiritual ethnicity, people of another kingdom, living here as foreigners.

			If you were to know, without a doubt, that your house was going to burn down this week, what would you do?  You would assess what is important on the inside, what is precious, what is worthwhile, what is of lasting value, and you would keep it safe.  What you wouldn’t do is say: “You know, I’ve been wanting to remodel the kitchen.  Let’s start on Monday.  Let’s paint the house and replace all the windows.”  You wouldn’t do that because you know it is only temporary.

			C.S. Lewis wrote: “If you live for the next world, you get this one in the deal; but if you live only for this world, you lose them both.”

			Change your perspective toward heaven, focus first on the reality of your salvation, be heavenly minded, set your hearts on things above, and Peter says, “You will see good days.  You will find the key to loving life.”

			In the 1999 film The Matrix, Morpheus states, “There’s a difference between knowing the path and walking the path.”  It’s not enough to know the path, we have to walk that path.

			#3 — It introduces people to the real Jesus.

			When we pay back evil and insults with a blessing, people are blessed!  And they will cease to see you, and they will start seeing Jesus!  Peter writes in verse 14:

			“Do not fear their threats; do not be frightened.” 

			Don’t be terrorized by their terrorism, don’t be afraid of their intimidation.

			15 But in your hearts revere Christ as Lord. 

			Why do people pay you with evil or insults?  The short answer is: sin.

			From the beginning, man has been trying to establish his independence over God.  Satan wanted to be like God.  Adam wanted to be like God.  “I don’t need accountability to anyone.  Don’t tell me what to do!  I am my own god.”  And so the rebellion begins.  And to establish it, we must assert dominance, because if God is Lord, then in order to beat him at his own game I must be Lord, and I will assert myself over anyone I can.  And that includes you.  But they are not Lord.  Christ is Lord.  So revere him, and you don’t need to be afraid of them.

			It’s not personal.  They might make it personal when they attack you or hurt you.  They’ll make character assassinations and deliver cutting remarks, but in the end, this is about them and God, not them and you.

			So when you provide a blessing in the face of their animosity toward God, it is a blessing provided by you, at the invitation of Jesus.  You’re the messenger.  You’re Amazon Prime, and the faster you deliver, the better!

			Peter continues:

			Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect, 16 keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behavior in Christ may be ashamed of their slander.

			The goal is not to dig in and give a theological exposition, but just to give a simple explanation about why you have hope, why you have a confidence and conviction about your assuredness of eternal life.

			When someone is attacking you, and you return a blessing, they will wonder: “Why?”  Why are you doing this?  Or someone might witness your response and good character and ask you, “How can you endure what this person is doing to you?”  And with gentleness and respect, keeping a clear conscience with your attitude, lovingly tell them about Jesus.  You are the greatest version of Jesus people will ever see.  They will judge him by you.  In many ways, the failure in the Church to do this with gentleness and respect has caused many to judge Christ wrongly.

			Our goal, as we discussed in the last chapter, is not to prove ourselves right, but to help them be made right in Christ.  If, by your suffering, by your willingness to turn a blessing for an insult, by your gentle and respectful answer, they come to have a right picture of Jesus, if they seek him and come to know him and find faith and grace, then you have been instrumental in the saving of their soul.  And how could God not add that blessing to your inheritance?  Even if they don’t, he will bless you for your faithfulness.

			So, why does God ask you to give a blessing in the face of adversity, and why does he promise to reward us for it?

			#1 — It helps us grow

			#2 — It changes our focus of what is important

			#3 — It introduces people to the real Jesus

			Two final thoughts:

			[1]  Peter writes that we are to provide “an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect, keeping a clear conscience . . .”  

			God speaks to our conscience.  He provides a conviction of the heart when we are doing what is wrong, with the intent for us to respond accordingly.

			But the enemy also speaks to our conscience.  And Satan—or rather, those who work for him, because Satan can’t be everywhere at once—the enemy, will attack you with condemnation.  You’ll be told that you’re a loser, that you’re unworthy, that you’re more trouble than you’re worth.  In fact, you’re probably not even really saved.

			So how do you know who is speaking to your conscience?  One very simple test:

			If that pricking you feel in your heart is causing you to be drawn toward God, to seek his face, to understand and determine what is good, and to seek repentance and be made right with him—that is conviction of the Holy Spirit.

			But if that heaviness in your heart is causing you to feel like giving up, to walk away, to wallow in your insufficiency, to put down your Bible once and for all and to walk away from all of this church business (“After all, what’s the point?  I’ll never get this right!”)—that is the condemnation of the enemy.

			Listen carefully, respond accordingly.

			[2]  What if you haven’t been living your life this way?  What if you have been firing back at people, or ruining relationships, or living in fear of people who come against you?  What if it’s your tendency to lie about things to keep your position safe, or to try to stay safe at all costs because it’s been more important for you to stay comfortable?

			Well you can start now!  When Jesus saved you, he forgave you of your sin.  But he didn’t just forgive you of sin up until you got saved.  He forgave you of all your sin—even the ones you haven’t even thought to commit yet!

			John writes:  “If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (First John 1:9 NKJV).

			If you’re feeling convicted by this—and for the record, I feel convicted by this—if you are feeling that God is speaking to you through his word and calling on you to make a change, to forgive those who have wronged you, to begin answering evil not with a response of hurt (or as a response out of past hurts), but with a blessing, then he is faithful and just to forgive you of your sins and to cleanse you of all unrighteousness!

			He will make you right with him, so that you can be a blessing to others, and he has promised that when you are a blessing to others, he will bless you—your heavenly inheritance will be credited with a blessing—and you will begin to experience the joy of loving life and seeing good days!

			God, who takes our sins and casts them away as far as the east is from the west,49 is the God of second chances, and third chances, and fourth . . .   

			He is such a loving Father!  He has given us a call, an invitation, to represent him to a dying world.  Trust him, Believe him.  And you can truly love life, see good days, and have an expectation of an eternal blessing beyond all you could ever expect.



49 Psalm 103:12




		
			Chapter Nine

			Extraordinary Circumstances

			Praise God because you are saved.

			And because you are saved, you will go through trials.

			But know your trials come so your faith might be proved genuine.

			Knowing you will have trials, we are told to be prepared.

			And to be holy.

			Because “I am holy.”

			The Apocalypse.  It’s a word that needs some defining.  We see it as “the end times.”  By actual definition, it is a “revelation.”  It’s the word apokalypto,50 meaning “to reveal.”  It refers to a message, usually a divine message, that is an uncovering of what was previously not known, often relaying judgment or cataclysmic events.  So the “Book of Revelation,” or the “Revelation of Jesus Christ,” was the Apocalypse of Jesus Christ—his message revealing the end times.

			These days, the word apocalypse is used to denote the end times itself, usually involving some kind of destruction or laying waste of the earth.  Through the years there have been many great “Post-Apocalyptic” books, movies, and shows depicting life after such an event:

			The Time Machine

			Planet of the Apes

			The Twilight Zone

			Mad Max

			World War Z

			The Hunger Games

			Contagion

			The Walking Dead

			I Am Legend

			A Quiet Place

			We love these stories because in some ways it represents a clean slate.  No more taxes, no more debt, no more bills, no more time clocks, no more mundane jobs, no more electronics.  In some ways it represents a return to simplicity.  

			But inevitably, there is also a need to scrounge for food or figure out how to meet our basic needs.  And there is always some inherent threat of gangs, mutants, evolved apes, contagions, zombies, or aliens.

			A few years ago, my kids and I were watching the television series Falling Skies.  The show begins six months after an alien invasion.  The main character is a former college professor who now co-leads a regiment of soldiers.  At one point he has to send his seventeen-year-old son into an extremely dangerous situation.  The dad comments: “Eight months ago my biggest concern for you was drinking and driving.  Now I’m worried about whether you need extra clips for your rifle!”

			After the heroic, harrowing success of the son’s mission, my own teenager pondered: “I wonder how I would do in the apocalypse?”

			Assuming we weren’t randomly destroyed in the initial invasion or attack or outbreak, I’d certainly like to think I would survive.  My daughter said, “I’d probably just stand there and scream.”  With mock sadness I consoled her, “I’ll miss you terribly.”

			Then my son says, “I think the reason we like to watch these shows is that we relate to the average lives of the characters, and it makes us ponder how we would act in extraordinary circumstances.”  Great insight!

			What is it about extraordinary circumstances that brings out the best or the worst in us?

			Some people, when challenged, rise up as leaders and fighters, displaying incredible amounts of personal character far beyond their original station.  Others will run away, panic, leave others to die, or become traitorous to save themselves.

			During the Old Testament period of the kings, the Israelites constantly rebelled against God’s word and his prophets.  They repeatedly fell into idolatry, becoming so far removed from proper practices that they moved idols into the temple of God. Prostitutes lived in the temple—male and female. Child sacrifices became a regular practice.  One of the kings of Judah even sacrificed his own child.  There was so much child sacrifice—a death by fire—happening in the Valley of Hinnom outside Jerusalem that the name of the valley became synonymous with hell: Gehenna.

			Prophets like Zephaniah and Jeremiah came and told of the coming invasion and destruction of Jerusalem, but no one listened.  Hearts were not changed.

			Nebuchadnezzar came with the hosts of Babylon and captured the city and destroyed the temple.  They exported the captive Jews to Babylon by the tens of thousands, where they were to live in exile for the next seventy years.  While there, new character and changed hearts would ultimately come forth.  

			They would seek the Lord.  Men and women would rise up like Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, Mordecai and Esther.  People like Ezra and Nehemiah would help rebuild the temple and the walls of Jerusalem.  Men like Zerubbabel the governor and Joshua the priest would be of such character they would become representations of the messiah through the prophet Zechariah.  And when Israel would finally rise again, they would finally abstain from idolatry.

			So it begs the question:  Why do we wait until we are in extraordinary circumstances for our character and our faith to be built up?

			There was a young man back in the book of First Samuel.  He was the youngest and the least of his brothers.  He didn’t stand out.  He had what was called a “ruddy” complexion, possibly implying freckles and red hair.  His brothers were grown, strong, and soldiers.  He was just a shepherd.  But his simple and often boring job watching the sheep didn’t hold him back from becoming a man of God.  In fact, he used that time wisely.  While he endured hours of alone time, he learned to play an instrument.  He studied the word of God, fell in love with it, and used his musical skills to write songs of praise about it, writing “Blessed is the one . . . whose delight is in the law of the Lord, and who meditates on his law day and night.”51  He practiced slinging stones, over and over, until he mastered the skill and could let a stone fly out of the pocket and repeatedly strike his mark.  (There were soldiers in the book of Judges who could sling a stone at a hair and not miss.)  When a lion or a bear came to take one of his flock, he would masterfully kill it.

			So inconsequential was this young man, this teenager, this millennial (ironically), that when Samuel came to the sons of Jesse to anoint a new king over Israel, his father didn’t even bother to call David out.  But God knew his heart and had him brought over, and he was anointed by Samuel.

			When the Philistines gathered their forces for war and invaded Judah, they and the Israelites assembled at the Valley of Elah, occupying opposite sides, with the valley between them.  With his sons on the front line, Jesse sent David to bring food and gather news.  Armed only with a shepherd’s staff and a sling, and a bag of bread and cheese, David walked into extraordinary circumstances.

			For when he arrived, a giant of a man stepped into the valley.  He towered above the tallest of the Israelites, wore 125-pound armor, and carried a spear with a fifteen-pound tip.  For forty days he had challenged the Israelites to settle the matter in one-on-one combat, and he stood there and cursed the army of God, and then cursed the living God himself.

			When he heard Goliath curse God, David couldn’t contain himself.  He commented, “Who does this guy think he is?”—or specifically, “Who is this uncircumcised Philistine that he should defy the armies of the living God?”

			And looking down into the valley at this beast of a man, then at the warrior’s bronze helmet, and then at the portion of the forehead showing beneath the helmet . . .  David thought to himself: “I can hit that.”

			As the events unfold and David stands before Goliath in the valley, this is not a case of a shepherd boy finding himself in an awkward situation where by some strange luck or miracle of God he is able to rise up and become someone great.  We talk about “David and Goliath” situations, the impossibly small beating the impossibly great.  But the whole saying is a misnomer.  Goliath didn’t stand a chance!

			David had been growing in character and skill for years, so that when extraordinary circumstances came along, he was fully prepared to simply be who we was, and to be who God had been fortifying him to be.  So when Goliath charged forward, David ran to meet him and close the distance, and he fired off a stone.

			If you didn’t know, a properly fired slingstone reaches speeds of a hundred miles an hour, has the stopping power of a .44 Magnum, and is more accurate than a handgun at distances of ten to thirty meters.

			The stone sunk into Goliath’s head—right in that patch of forehead just beneath the helmet—and he was likely dead before he hit the ground.

			It must be noted: this is more than just a matter of skill. This is a matter of the heart.  David did not enter this fight for his own sake.  Goliath complained, “Am I a dog that you come against me with sticks?”  But David corrected him—because this was not a battle of weapons, but a battle of purpose: “You come against me with sword and spear and javelin, but I come against you in the name of the LORD Almighty . . .”52  Our preparation, if not founded in giving glory and honor to God, will only lead to contending in our own strength.  Doing the right thing with the wrong motive does not alter our character.  When we are working for our own glory, we will never prevail in extraordinary circumstances. 

			Daniel was also a young teenager when he was carted off to Babylon.  He was thrown into a new culture and they tried to strip him of his identity.  He and his companions were likely even made eunuchs.  Even then, he trusted God and refused to eat defiled, non-kosher foods, but he handled the situation with character and wisdom beyond his age.  He would stand before King Nebuchadnezzar and tell him his own dreams and then interpret them.  Years later, he delivered strong prophecy to Belshazzar, Nebuchadnezzar’s grandson.  He endured the lion’s den for his zealous faithfulness to prayer.  Later, he met with an angel, and God gave him an apokalypto, a revelation detailing the events of the end times.  Daniel’s entire life comprised of extraordinary circumstances.

			Another teenager met with that same angel centuries later.  She was called “highly favored,” and with great character and faith she believed and trusted God, even when the message relayed was unimaginable—though she was a virgin, she would conceive and bear a son who would be called Immanuel, “God with us.”  When her extraordinary circumstances came, she was prepared to raise up the very son of God as her own.

			I suggest to you that we all live in extraordinary circumstances.  We live in a culture that wars for our attention and acceptance.  We have an enemy that is at war for our souls.  If we could see behind the spiritual veil we would see a battle constantly raging against our faith.

			We’ve learned from First Peter that because you are saved you will go through trials.  First Peter is itself something of an apocalyptic writing, a revealing of what is to come, because Peter is telling his readers that a greater struggle is coming.  Caesar Nero will be mounting a persecution that is aimed at destroying the very existence of Christianity.  So he calls us to begin preparation now, to seek after holiness and to understand it, so that we can apply it to our lives.  So that when things fall apart, when our culture seeks to nullify and persecute and attack our faith, we have prepared hearts.

			Peter wrote in chapter 1, verses 15-16:

			But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do; for it is written: “Be holy, because I am holy.”

			Peter is saying that God, who called you, who chose you—he is holy.  And if he is holy, then you, too, choose holiness, begin at holiness, become holy, in all you do.  For God says, “I declare you as holy, so you shall be holy.  Because I am holy, I will call you holy too.”

			When Moses saw the burning bush, God said, “Take off your sandals, because you are standing on holy ground.”  Why was the ground holy?  Because God said so.  “I chose this spot.  I selected this meeting place for me and you.  So I call this ground holy, set apart, so you can stand on it barefoot and touch holiness, and we can commune and communicate with each other in a holy place.”

			If, then, God has called you holy, he understandably calls you to be holy, therefore . . . become holy.”

			It is important to note that holiness is that which happens on the inside.  Action is not the thing.  Goodness is not the thing.  Right living is not the thing.  Character is not the thing.  Our action, our goodness, our character is but a reflection of the heart on the inside of a man or a woman.

			We talk about the fruit of the Spirit:  love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  How do we know the Spirit is working in you?  We will see fruit.  But—and I want to give my son the credit for this one—as we continued discussing the matter, he said, “Yes, but the fruit is not the tree.”

			Jesus is the tree.  He is our salvation.  We have been chosen, set apart, and called to holiness.  As we grow, as we learn, as we mature, holiness is reflected through our action, and we respond, by the influence of the Holy Spirit, with love, with patience, with gentleness, with self-control.

			It’s why we are told to suffer for doing good, and to submit to authority, and to give care to our marriages, and to respond to a curse with a blessing.  Because these are the things which will give us the opportunity to respond in the Spirit.

			If we make the fruit the thing, goodness the thing, right living the thing . . . then all we become about is good behavior.  We become a religion of morality.  Christianity becomes the purveyor of doing good and moral things, and people begin confusing right living with salvation.

			The secular world is tired of the morality play—the push by so many Christians to promote moral behavior through legislation and politics.  It is part of why we are so divided as a nation right now.

			If we could just practice holiness from the heart, be genuinely holy, allow the fruit to flow from us, we would be able to touch lives with our own.  The nation’s morality is not the problem, the gender issues, sexual confusion, the legalizing of drugs, even abortion.  The problem is they need Jesus, and they won’t hear it through our condemnation and judgment.  They will only experience it through our lives, when we look beyond the sin and behold the sinner, and love them as Jesus loves them—as he has loved us.  “As I have loved you, so you must love one another” (John 13:34).

			Some twenty-plus years ago I was teaching the college ministry at my church.  I was stressing a similar sentiment:  “We’re at war.  We’re engaged in a spiritual battle.  We never know when today is going to be somebody’s last day.  We need to be on red alert.  It’s DEFCON 5.  We’re in a state of emergency.  People need Jesus.  Are you prepared to give people Jesus?”

			I remember it because it was a Monday.  The date was September 10, 2001.  I woke the next morning to discover how true my words really were.

			We live in extraordinary times.  Extraordinary circumstances are coming our way.  They may already be here.

			We are students, parents, contractors, retailers, artists, entertainers, salesmen, designers.  We are living stones, a royal priesthood, a chosen people.  We are set apart for holiness.

			We’re not waiting on the zombie apocalypse or an alien invasion.  There is a spiritual war, and it’s happening right now.

			Who are you going to be?



50 ἀποκαλύπτω – apokalýptō (ap-ok-al-oop’-to)

51 Psalm 1:1-2

52 First Samuel 17:45




		
			Chapter Ten

			Done with Sin

			Therefore, since Christ suffered in his body, arm yourselves also with the same attitude, because whoever suffers in the body is done with sin.

			— First Peter 4:1

			Have you ever felt fed up with this world?  We are targeted with sin everywhere we go.  On television, on billboards, on social media, in the news.  Everything we see seems to be an enticement to lust, to have, to own, to participate, or to compromise for the sake of our self-satisfaction or our comfort or our contentment or our pride or our personal acceptance.  This world is bathed in sin, and it seems like it won’t stop its full frontal assault until we either sin right along with it, or simply give up, shut up, accept it, and leave it alone.

			What would you do to eliminate temptation?  What would you undergo to move beyond the allurement of complacency?  What would you endure to counteract the enticement of sin?

			Well—Peter tells us there is a way to be done with sin.

			The answer is:  Suffering.

			All of the big “asks” of the last few chapters: submitting to authority, bearing unjust suffering, repaying evil with a blessing, suffering for doing good—they are all to bring us to this point.  Peter now reveals to us the purpose of our suffering in chapter 4.

			1 Therefore, since Christ suffered in his body, arm yourselves also with the same attitude, because whoever suffers in the body is done with sin.

			I once heard a pastor express how in India it is not easy to find a “lukewarm” Christian, because to become a Christian in a Hindu society is to give up everything: your family, your status, your livelihood.  Your family will have a funeral for you because you are now dead to them, and you will be faced with persecution.  Why would you choose to follow Christ, give up literally everything, and then live your Christian life halfway?

			In many other countries around the world there is much persecution.  Physical persecution, not just social persecution.  In the two thousand years of Christian history, seventy million Christians have given their lives for their faith, and of these, fully sixty-five percent of them were in the last century—over forty-five million!  Persecution is the worst in places like the Molucca Islands of Indonesia, Bangladesh, India, Nigeria, East Timor, Cuba, the former Soviet republics, Saudi Arabia and other Muslim countries, Vietnam, China, and worst of all in Sudan.

			2 As a result, they do not live the rest of their earthly lives for evil human desires, but rather for the will of God. 

			It makes you consider that suffering is actually good for your Christian walk.  Persecution for your faith will cause you to hold onto that faith a little more strongly.  Suffering as Christ suffered, enduring hardship for acts of righteousness, choosing humility in the face of evil, showing love in response to hate, makes you resolute.  Why choose the hard path to live and love like Jesus, then follow that up by giving in to sin?

			It is when we are comfortable that we want to indulge.  We want to fight for our rights.  We want to become political activists, changing the world to make it safer and live our Christian lives in Christian peace.  The people of this world become an impediment to our way of life rather than the objects of Christ’s affection who he died to save.

			3 For you have spent enough time in the past doing what pagans choose to do—living in debauchery, lust, drunkenness, orgies, carousing and detestable idolatry. 4 They are surprised that you do not join them in their reckless, wild living, and they heap abuse on you. 

			Even if you’ve grown up in church, you had a point in your life when you made a full commitment to follow Christ.  You used to live as an unbeliever, then made a choice to follow after God and live in a way that honors him.

			The world doesn’t get it.  They don’t understand why we don’t just engage in sin like we used to.  At first they think, “What’s the matter with you?”  But then they realize the true meaning of your changed life: “Oh, are you saying something’s the matter with me?”  And they are offended.  They are offended that their lives are offensive to God, and it makes them mad.  Mad at God, and mad at you.

			So they hate God, and they hate us.  And they will keep pressing until simply to believe what we believe is no longer acceptable in this society.  But then in verse 5 we read:

			5 But they will have to give account to him who is ready to judge the living and the dead. 

			They will heap abuse on you (verse 4), but they will have to give an account.  They will have to deliver payment—this is an accounting term.  Their account will come due and it will be time to pay the bill.  What is the bill?  

			For the wages of sin is death . . . (Romans 6:23a)

			Sin earns death, and that bill will be due to God, who is prepared to make his judgment—this is a legal term.  He will pronounce his opinion, his ruling, concerning right and wrong, or determining righteousness and unrighteousness.  When judgment comes, it will be on both those who are alive and those who are dead.  This is important, because the First Century mindset was, “If I escape judgment from God—or from the gods—in life, then I’m safe!”  If they could get away with their wicked deeds without being caught or punished, then they believed punishment wasn’t going to come.  But Peter is saying that judgment, God’s legal ruling on the matter, will effect everybody, living or dead.  

			This judgment doesn’t come now . . . it will come at a later time.  This is in reference to Revelation chapter 20, known as the Great White Throne judgment:

			Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. The earth and the heavens fled from his presence, and there was no place for them. And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books. The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what they had done. Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. Anyone whose name was not found written in the book of life was thrown into the lake of fire (Revelation 20:11-15).

			“Thrown,” here, implies an “effort of displacement.”  No one wants to go there.

			This is a hard teaching, but this is why we preach the Gospel, why we evangelize, why we tell people about the saving grace of Jesus, because this is what awaits those who choose not to follow Christ and receive forgiveness for sins.  The tone here is not, “Ha! They’ll get theirs!” but for us to have compassion on people, and to desire all the more to tell them about Jesus.  For even though the wages of sin is death, “the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 6:23b).  We were fortunate enough to receive that gift and be counted as righteous.  We should hope the same for anyone else.

			6 For this is the reason the gospel was preached even to those who are now dead, so that they might be judged according to human standards in regard to the body, but live according to God in regard to the spirit.

			There was an expectation—just like there still is today—that Jesus is coming soon.  There was concern for those believers who had died, some of whom died as martyrs, condemned by men.  The worry was that those who had died were going to miss his return.  Still in the context of suffering, Peter encourages his audience that there is going to be a final judgment, a final reckoning, of the righteous and the unrighteous, determined according to who is in Christ. 

			Peter admonishes them that those that have died are not lost, that this is why the Gospel was preached to them while they were living, because even though they may have suffered and been judged or condemned at the hands of men, they live—not they will live, but they live now, according to God in regard to the Spirit.  They live, as God lives, in the Spirit.  They are truly saved!

			Your suffering has a purpose.  Others have suffered before you and even died because of it, and the gospel has done in them what it was intended to do.

			So trust in God, as Jesus did, in a God who judges justly.  We don’t need to seek revenge.  We don’t need to send back an insult for an insult.  No matter what the result is for us here in this life, suffering, frustration, or even a martyr’s death, we can trust that God is a righteous judge, and will rightly judge all, now, or later.  It’s not up to us which.

			We can also trust that we will live this life and be blessed with the full effects of the Gospel.  Jesus shared in the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew chapter 5:11-12 —

			“Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.”

			When you live in the hope of eternal life, in the conviction that to endure suffering at the hands of others leads to a greater blessing in eternity, a treasure, a reward; when we set our hearts and minds on things above, not on earthly things—whether earthly benefits or earthly struggles—we can walk in confidence that their insults, persecution, and false accusations will actually lead to rejoicing and gladness, for our suffering is what leads to a genuine faith.  And note: you are not alone.  They treated the prophets the same way.  They were put down, driven out, imprisoned, killed.  We regard their struggles as acts of great faith.  You are in good company!

			Peter finishes this thought by saying:

			7 The end of all things is near. 

			This isn’t doomsday speech (“It’s the end of the world!”).  This is Peter saying, “Look . . . this is all temporary.  Life doesn’t look like heaven because we’re not in heaven yet.  Life is hard.  But life is hard for everybody.  Are you gonna do it with Jesus, or without him?”

			We can be done with sin. When we set aside our rights, when we see what Jesus endured in order to save others—others who were mean to him and cruel to him—when we embrace the attitude that my life here is temporary and people need Jesus, that they need a light, a representation of who he is, and that our personal comforts only draw us away from our dependence on God, we find that sin begins to lose its power and its enticement.  It becomes evident that keeping one foot in the world just isn’t worth it anymore.  

			Otherwise, we ask: “How much of me do I get to keep?  Can I follow God and still do this?  Can I follow God and still have that?  Can I be a Christian and still be this?  Just how much of myself do I have to give to God, anyway?”  C.S. Lewis answers the question like this:

			“Give me all of you!!! I don’t want so much of your time, so much of your talents and money, and so much of your work. I want YOU!!! ALL OF YOU!! I have not come to torment or frustrate the natural man or woman, but to KILL IT! No half measures will do. I don’t want to only prune a branch here and a branch there; rather I want the whole tree out! Hand it over to me, the whole outfit, all of your desires, all of your wants and wishes and dreams. Turn them ALL over to me, give yourself to me and I will make of you a new self—in my image. Give me yourself and in exchange I will give you Myself. My will, shall become your will. My heart, shall become your heart.”53

			I don’t know about you, but I am ready to be done with sin.  I’m ready to have a mindset that just makes sin not worth it anymore.  I’m ready for his heart to become my heart, even if it involves purging and suffering.

			I’m ready to be all in.  I hope you’ll join me.



53 C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (Collier Books, 1984).




		
			Chapter Eleven

			Looking Beyond the Suffering

			But rejoice inasmuch as you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed.

			— First Peter 4:13

			There are many versions of this story, but the earliest version I have found was published back in 1909 by Henry Nevinson in his work titled Essays in Freedom.  It tells of how, back in the late 1800s, fishing boats were built with large tanks through which seawater could freely flow.  English fishermen would stock these tanks with cod in hopes of bringing fresh fish to market.  But they were disappointed to find that these fish arrived “slack, flabby, and limp, though well fed and in apparent health,” and the value of their catch was greatly diminished.

			They ultimately determined that these cod, once they were pulled from the ocean and placed in the tanks, were living all-too-contentedly, and were suffering from the atrophy of calm.  Cod are by nature lethargic and prone to inactivity, and content to lie in comfort when there is no predator or challenge to their existence.

			So one fisherman determined they needed a “stimulating corrective,” and he placed a catfish into each of his tanks.  The catfish would chase after the cod and keep them moving about the tank, so when they arrived to market they were “firm, strong, and wholesome, flaky and flavorful when cooked.”

			Throughout First Peter, we have been examining the issue of suffering.  Peter is writing to Christians to prepare them for a great persecution coming their way.  He begins with these foundational principles (with which, by now, I expect you are becoming quite familiar):

			Praise God because you are saved.

			And because you are saved, you will go through trials.

			But know your trials come so your faith might be proved genuine.

			Knowing you will have trials, we are told to be prepared.

			And to be holy.

			Because “I am holy.”

			Holiness is defined as being “set apart.”  Not just being clean, but special, and not just special, but special for a purpose.  In my house, most meals are served on paper plates.  Raising three kids, and with the amount of dirty dishes they produce, we have simply found it easier. But when we have friends come over . . . well, they usually get paper plates too. But sometimes we actually break out the good dishes.  

			Like our best dinnerware, fine China, or sterling silverware is set aside for important occasions or special company; like the utensils and instruments in the Temple were set apart solely for special purposes and priestly duties; in the same way, we as Christians are set apart for God’s holy purposes.  He calls us the living stones of his spiritual house, a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation . . . God’s special possession.

			After telling us how special we are,  he writes of how it is commendable to bear unjust suffering, that we’re not to repay evil with evil or an insult with an insult, but rather to repay evil with a blessing.  We are blessed if we suffer for what is right.

			So if we’re so special, then why all this suffering?

			Because we’re cod fish.

			Our tendency is toward our comfort.  For an easy life.  For a smooth ride.  For contentment.  But that makes us spiritually “slack, flabby, and limp.”

			So God, like the fisherman, intentionally provides, or allows, the catfish in our lives.  It chases us around.  It stirs up trouble.  It makes life difficult.  It tests our faith.

			Know that your trials come so your faith might be proved genuine.

			Our suffering makes our faith “firm, strong, and wholesome.”  We are more flavorful when cooked.

			So why all this suffering?  It’s one thing to know there will be suffering.  But to give it true meaning, there has to be a “Why?” 

			Peter brings the letter to a climax when he says:

			1 Therefore, since Christ suffered in his body, arm yourselves also with the same attitude, because whoever suffers in the body is done with sin.

			Because if you’re willing to suffer for Jesus, like Jesus himself suffered, then sin loses its attraction.

			The world will not like your choice to live righteously, according to God’s plan.  In fact, they’ll take offense to it.  They’re offended by God, and by association, offended by you.  In their offense, they will treat you contemptuously, abusively.  But in the end, God will hold them to account.

			Our suffering may be unjust, our treatment unfair.  For the name of Jesus Christ, many have been beaten, oppressed, or imprisoned.  Some have even been put to death.  But death is not the end.  

			For when we have hope in eternal life—not an “I hope,” but a true and genuine conviction that our salvation brings eternal life, a confidence in the things to come—we can know that we know that God will make all things right.  We can trust, as Jesus did, in a God who judges justly.  When we let Him be the judge, when we allow Him to be the avenger for sin, we don’t need to waste another minute worried over justice for ourselves.  And as a just judge he will do it to the exact measure that is necessary.  God is a righteous judge, and will rightly judge all.  He will deal with it.  He might deal with it now, he may deal with it then, but he will deal with it.  It’s not up to us which.  He’s got it.

			So it is encouraging when Peter says:

			7 The end of all things is near. 

			He’s not being that guy on the street corner with a sign that reads: “It’s the end of the world!”  He’s saying, “Take heart, this is all temporary.”  

			This life isn’t heaven.  This is Disneyland.

			“Excuse me?” you ask.

			You know, Disneyland.  It’s full of excitement and really cool things, but it’s a lot of waiting in line, shopping, spending money, more lines, expensive food, getting wet, some more lines, complaining kids, sore feet, and when its all over, you make your way to the parking garage tram and, you guessed it, you get to wait in line.

			The best parts of Disneyland are the parts that remind you of something else.  We get caught up as we glide past treasure caves in the Pirates of the Caribbean.  We thrill as we sail over nighttime London in Peter Pan’s flying galleon.  We’re excited as we soar past the Abominable Snowman as we race down the Matterhorn.  For a moment, we’re somewhere else.  It seems like real life, but it’s not.  It’s a part of something bigger, more special.  If only you could really be a part of it.  We get to experience a glimpse of it, but then it goes away, and then it’s back to regular life.  It’s like what Paul calls, “a shadow of the things to come, but the reality, however, is found in Christ” (Colossians 2:17).

			If heaven is eternal life, then this life must not be eternal.  It’s temporary life.  The things in this life that are truly good are the things that are a shadow of heaven, a dark outline, a silhouette, a glimpse.  So if they seem truly good now, just you wait!  But until then, that’s just what we do—we wait.  We are patient.  We persevere, knowing the best is yet to come.  Till then, life is hard and full of trials, and we will continue in the testing of our faith knowing that it will produce in us a greater level of perseverance that leads to the maturity that we need for a truly genuine faith.54

			Your trials come so your faith might be proved genuine.

			Knowing you will have trials, we are told to be prepared.

			So Peter tells us how to prepare:

			7 . . . Therefore be alert and of sober mind so that you may pray. 8 Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins. 

			We can all find fault with one another.  I assure you, there is plenty of fault you could find in me.  But when we love one another deeply, we can set those faults aside.  We let our compassion for one another rule.  We have a tendency to judge others by their actions, but we judge ourselves by our intentions.  “I’m sorry if I came across as rude—I didn’t mean to be rude.  I meant to be on time.  I meant to do the dishes.”  Loving each other deeply means affording them the grace for their actions that we want for our own intentions.

			9 Offer hospitality to one another without grumbling. 

			Open your home to others.  In my home we have what we call our “Kitchen Table Ministry.”  It’s making a little extra food for dinner and inviting a someone over.  It’s letting someone just hang out.  Never mind the dishes in the sink or the laundry basket in the living room.  It’s not about entertaining and planning a special meal, it’s just doing life together.  There’s a vulnerability in that.  The sign on our door reads, “Mi casa es su casa”—My house is your house.

			There’s a woman in Prague with a sign on her door which reads, “Embassy of the Kingdom of Heaven.”  At any time, anyone can come to her home and spend time with this “ambassador.”  If we can approach the throne of grace with confidence,55 people should be able to enter into your home as comfortably.

			10 Each of you should use whatever gift you have received to serve others, as faithful stewards of God’s grace in its various forms. 

			Teachers, cooks, counselors, admonishers, decorators, children’s workers, youth workers, leaders, cleaners, prayers . . .  Whatever God has gifted you with, be faithful with it.  Build something, fix something, bake something, or teach someone how to do it.

			11 If anyone speaks, they should do so as one who speaks the very words of God. 

			If you are going to speak your mind, be sure it is in accordance with scripture, not vice-versa . . . exegetically, not eisegetically.  Exegetically:  It means to draw out of scripture.  Read the text, understand its context, and share what God meant by it then and how it rightfully applies now, in accordance with his nature.  But when we teach eisegetically, we are placing into scripture the meaning we want it to have.  We end up twisting the word of God for our own benefit, to manipulate others, to push an agenda, and it leads to abuse.  Let God speak.  He said it right the first time.

			If anyone serves, they should do so with the strength God provides . . .  

			That means serve however you can serve, big or small, in whatever capacity you are able to, in whatever capacity God moves you to.  But we serve in God’s strength, not our own.  As we prepared to plant a church, a spiritually-minded older couple at our church admonished us: “Serve out of your overflow, not with your lifeblood.”  We must look to God to pour into our lives, to fill us up, and as his blessings overflow, we serve, we teach, we counsel, and we admonish and bless others.  But when we run dry, when we remove ourselves from his fountain, when we draw on our own power and not his, we begin to serve on our own strength, out of our own reserves, from our lifeblood—and there is only so much blood we can give.  As we begin to run dry, we run the risk of becoming resentful, frustrated that so much is demanded of us, angry that nobody is noticing all of our hard work, bitter we are no longer appreciated.  So many quit the ministry because they are not serving out of their overflow.  When we serve with his strength, he gets the glory.  When we serve with our own strength, we take that glory from the Lord.  Serve with God’s strength . . . 

			. . . so that in all things God may be praised through Jesus Christ. To him be the glory and the power for ever and ever. Amen.

			Peter now hones in on our suffering:

			12 Dear friends,56 do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal that has come on you to test you, as though something strange were happening to you. 

			We all have this tendency to say, “Why me?  Why is this happening to me?”  Or it’s the defeatist version: “It figures.  As soon as I try to do ________, something always happens.  Nothing ever goes right for me.”  Cue Eeyore.  Suffering is not strange.  In fact, it’s pretty ordinary.  And it serves a purpose.  We’re cod fish.  Let the catfish come . . . 

			13 But rejoice inasmuch as you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed. 14 If you are insulted because of the name of Christ, you are blessed, for the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you. 

			If you are being persecuted as a Christian—if, because you are a Christian, you endure hardship and unjust treatment—consider how much better it will be, how much you will be overjoyed, when you reach heaven.  Consider that the person who is insulted for Christ is blessed—happy—because “the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you.”  Happy for my insults?  But the real question is: How can you not be happy when the Spirit of God rests upon you?

			15 If you suffer, it should not be as a murderer or thief or any other kind of criminal, or even as a meddler. 

			Major alarm!  Whoop-Whoop-Whoop!!  A meddler?  How is meddling lumped together with murder and thievery and crime?  That’s a sign to dig deeper.

			A meddler.  In the Greek it’s the word allotriepiskopos.57  It means: “One who takes the supervision of affairs pertaining to others but which don’t pertain to himself; someone who is a meddler in other men’s affairs.”  But check this out:  The Greek commentary states, “[Peter] seems to refer to those who, with holy but intemperate zeal, meddle with the affairs of Gentiles [non-Christians!]—whether public or private, civil or sacred—in order to make them conform to the Christian standard.”

			Peter is drawing a line here:  If you are insulted, let it be because you are proclaiming Christ, not because you are a busybody and a bug that doesn’t realize that the reason these non-Christians are all acting like non-Christians is because they are non-Christians!  We can’t hold them to a holy standard—they don’t know it, live by it, or even acknowledge it!  It’s no wonder everybody is so sick of Christians these days.  We all want them to conform so we can be glad that things in our world are a little nicer, a little more comfortable.  But this world is not our home!  How many of us Christians think we’re hot stuff because we are “suffering for Jesus” as a result of the insults we receive, when all we are is a bunch of self-righteous busybodies?  We’re thinking about ourselves instead of thinking about their needs!  And what they need is Jesus.  Are we worried about those who don’t know him?  Do we care?  Do we have compassion?  Or are we just meddlers?

			But if your motivations are right, if you are truly reaching out in the name of Christ, then:

			16 . . . if you suffer as a Christian, do not be ashamed, but praise God that you bear that name. 17 For it is time for judgment to begin with God’s household; and if it begins with us, what will the outcome be for those who do not obey the gospel of God? 18 And,

			“If it is hard for the righteous to be saved, what will become of the ungodly and the sinner?”58

			This is to be of huge concern to us.  “What will the outcome be for those who do not obey the gospel of God?”  Do we fear for them?  Is it marked by our actions?  These people that think we are strange for not engaging in the things they do:  Do we love them?  Are our hearts broken for them?

			19 So then, those who suffer according to God’s will should commit themselves to their faithful Creator and continue to do good.

			“So then.”  That’s a “Therefore.”  Peter is stressing throughout this chapter: There will be a judgment.  It’s hard enough being saved.  Have you considered, literally, the hell that awaits those who aren’t?  “What will the outcome be for those who do not obey the gospel of God?  What will become of the ungodly and the sinner?”  It is not just for our own sakes, but for their sakes that we must commit ourselves to God who is faithful, and “continue to do good,” or repeatedly continue to act righteously.  We are the Jesus they will see.  

			So what Jesus will they see?

			All of the persecution, all of the insults, all of the unjustness, it’s all to remind us that we are of Christ, and that this world is temporary.  But it’s also to remind us that those who come against us need Jesus.  If, by our patience and endurance, by our continuing on a course of right action, we can help bring others to know Jesus, then God is glorified by our suffering.

			Take a moment.  Consider those in your life that need Jesus, people whose lives you come into contact with: Your family and friends.  Your next-door neighbor.  Your co-workers, bosses or employees, teachers and fellow students.  Your barber, your barista, the cashier at your grocery store.  Grab a pen and write down their names right here in this book.  Pray for them, name by name.  

			Then go and be Jesus to them.  Come what may.



54 James 1:3-4

55 Hebrews 4:16

56 In the King James Version, it’s “Beloved.”  His recipients, and you and me, are more than just friends.

57 ἀλλοτριεπίσκοπος – allotriepískopos (al-lot-ree-ep-is’-kop-os)

58 Proverbs 11:31




		
			Chapter Twelve

			Resisting the Devil

			Be alert and of sober mind. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour. Resist him, standing firm in the faith, because you know that the family of believers throughout the world is undergoing the same kind of sufferings.  

			— First Peter 5:8-11

			In 1939, war was imminent between Great Britain and Germany.  In an effort to raise morale in the face of almost certain bombing attacks on its major cities, the British government produced a series of three motivational posters to be publicly displayed.  Two of the three were more widely distributed.  And even though some 2.4 million copies of the third poster were printed, it had not been sanctioned and remained mostly unused. They were kept in cold storage until the following year when they were all recycled and re-pulped.  This poster featured a red background with white lettering and a Tudor Crown at the top.  The message:  “Keep Calm and Carry On.”

			Sixty years later, a copy was found in storage and displayed in a bookstore.  The rest is pop culture history.  The previously barely-seen “Keep Calm” message is now found on t-shirts, mugs, keychains, and, of course, posters, and has been shifted into every textual iteration you can imagine (my favorite being, “Now Panic and Freak Out,” with an upside down crown).  While only a few dozen of the original posters remain, the commercialization of its resurgence has produced more copies of the phrase than the original!

			One might think, with its British “stiff upper lip” directive and its widespread proliferation, that people might begin taking its message to heart.  But these days, “Keep Calm and Carry On” seem like wasted words.  Maybe people are simply thinking, “You’re not talking to me, are you?” as another daily round of pain sets in.

			Well, Peter is talking to you.  With a similar imperative he says, “Be alert and sober minded.”  Peter uses this phrase three times throughout the book of First Peter.  Be alert.  Be sober.  We tend to think of being sober as just being clear minded. Or simply, not drunk.  But in line with the suffering and struggles we’ve been discussing throughout this book, he’s saying, “Be calm and collected.”  Don’t freak out.  Literally, it’s “be cautious, and be calm.”

			If we were having a conversation about something and three separate times I make a point to say to you, “Be cautious and be calm,” you would either think I was suffering from short-term memory loss, or you would think I had something very particular I was trying to communicate to you—like emphasizing your need for caution and calm!

			Peter here is obviously trying to tell us something.  Keep your eyes open.  Be alert.  Be cautious.  Keep yourself calm, because your enemy, your adversary—in the Greek, diabolos,58 the devil—is at this moment singularly occupied, prowling around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.

			You have a real enemy.  You have a real adversary.  

			In Chapter Eight, we looked at the different kinds of suffering we have to endure:

			Persecution for being a Christian:  There are people who don’t like Jesus, they don’t like Christianity, they don’t like God, and therefore they don’t like you.

			Struggles from other people:  They bring temptation, abuse, or angst.  Or they are just plain mean or jerky or rude, because some people are just foul in their temperament and they’re going to make your life difficult no matter what.

			Struggles of life:  Sickness, disease, money troubles, work, pain, broken cars, things that just get in the way of life operating smoothly, and these things happen all the time.

			But here, now, beyond the persecution and the people and the life struggles, lies the real enemy.  And this adversary wants to use all of these kinds of suffering to take you down and to make you ineffective.

			“So are you telling me, Brett, that there is really a devil?”

			Yes.  Yes I am.

			“Are you actually telling me that there’s this guy that runs around with a pitchfork and red pajamas and pointy beard and he’s the devil?”  

			Well, I don’t know about the pajamas.  And I’m not sure about the pitchfork.  But there is a devil.  There is an enemy, an angel, Lucifer, who was the worship leader up in heaven, who decided he wanted to be like God, and he rebelled.  And in his rebellion, he convinced other created beings, other angels, to follow after him, and he has been in rebellion against God ever since.  He doesn’t like God.  He wants to have the power of God.  He wants to rule instead of God, and he does not love what God loves, and therefore, he does not love you.

			So the enemy, the devil, the adversary, the diabolos, Satan the accuser—he wants to compromise you by your struggles, use them against you, tear you down, or make you give up.

			There are people who will persecute you simply because they stand against Jesus or anyone who believes in him, so they’re going to come against you.  The devil wants to use that to take you down.

			When people are mean and cruel, we can endure their behavior or attitude.  We can endure the harsh things they say and do to us, or the personal, cutting attacks they make on us.  We can even overcome the abuse, whether it’s physical or mental.  The devil wants to use that to tear you down.

			We deal with sickness, it simply exists in this world.  There are physical ailments that come against our bodies, it’s natural.  Sometimes life just rises up, recessions hit, jobs are lost.  The devil wants to use those things to bring you down. To make you feel worse about yourself.  To make you feel worse about who you are in Christ, or who you are in relationship to the Father.  He wants to make you ineffective.  

			It’s one thing to endure sickness or money troubles, but another when the attack becomes: “See, God doesn’t love you or you’d feel better already.  You’re a loser anyway.”

			It’s one thing to endure temptation or someone’s rudeness, but another to hear, “You may as well just give in.  Just do it.  Sleep with her.  Take the pill.  Fire back with an insult.  You know you want to.”

			It’s one thing to be persecuted for being a Christian.  It’s quite another to feel lost and alone, cut off from God.

			The enemy is looking to take you down.  The devil is like when you’re hanging out at a party, and you realize you haven’t been paying attention to where you are standing: right on the edge of a pool at the deep end . . . and your friends notice.  And as they look at you, and your eyes meet, it’s clear you’re about to get wet.  You know you’re going in, but you’re going to start grabbing anyone else you can in the process, because if you’re going down, you’re taking as many people with you as you can.  You’re grabbing arms, legs, hair—it’s time to fight dirty.  If you’re going down, they are too.

			The devil is going down, and he knows it.  And he will do all he can to take whomever he can with him.

			“Yeah, but I’m a Christian, he can’t drag me into hell, can he?”  No!  But if he can tear you down, compromise you, immobilize you, then he can make you completely ineffective, opening the door to take others with him you are no longer able to help save.

			So how do you deal with this enemy?

			9 Resist him, standing firm in the faith, because you know that the family of believers throughout the world is undergoing the same kind of sufferings.

			Let’s start from the back of the sentence:  First of all, recognize that other Christians are going through the same things you are.  The family of believers, your brothers and sisters in Christ, both here and throughout the world, are going through the same kinds of sufferings.  So you’re not alone.  No matter what, you are not alone!  

			At a recent prayer time at church, the same theme kept recurring in people’s request for prayer:  “Sickness, sickness, sickness . . .” “My kid, my kid, my kid . . .”  “My finances, my finances, my finances . . .” And yet, when we are going through it personally, why do we feel like we’re the only person dealing with it and no one else could possibly understand what we’re going through?

			You’re not the only one.  It’s not just you.  We have the same struggles and issues.  I guarantee you, if you are going through something there is nothing happening that is so incredibly unique that somebody else—probably within a pretty close circle of friends or in your church group or Bible study—isn’t going through or hasn’t already gone through the same thing in a similar way.  When we can be open and honest with one another, be strong enough to reach out to each other, be vulnerable, we will find not only the encouragement that we are not alone in our trial, but likely also find comfort from someone else’s journey through that trial. 

			So we know that we’re not alone. And not being alone, Peter says, “Stand firm in the faith, know that you are a child of God, a receiver of a holy inheritance, a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a living stone in his holy temple,” as we have discovered throughout First Peter.

			So resist the devil, this devil who prowls around like a roaring lion.  I have heard people say, “You know, he’s a toothless lion.  That’s why all he does in roar.”  I beg to differ.  The lion has some bite.  The devil has the ability to inflict some real damage.  And it hurts.  It can be painful.  He is looking to devour you.

			Peter knows this very well.  Jesus pulled Peter aside one day and said, “Look, Peter.  You’re talking tough, but you have to understand that Satan is desiring to sift you like wheat!  He wants to separate you as fine powder.  Peter, the devil is coming after you.  I want you to be prepared.  And I’m praying for you.”  And Peter was sifted.  He was divided up.  After falling asleep when he was asked to pray, after attacking the guards who came to arrest Jesus, after denying three times that he even knew Jesus in order to save his own skin, after breaking down and weeping in shame and humility, Peter was ultimately restored by the Lord.

			Having gone through this struggle, this trial, his humility and brokenness now made him a man to be used by God.  But it was a close call.  He could easily have gone the way of Judas, into despair and shame and suicide.  Peter would assure you and me that the lion is, in fact, quite dangerous.

			Paul also understood what it was to stand against the adversary.  He wrote:

			Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand (Ephesians 6:13).

			If you are only just standing, it is still to stand.  As the onslaught comes and the beating ensues and you go through the fight of your life—as the dust settles, it is a wonderful thing to find yourself still standing, even if all you are doing is just standing.  But you’re standing!  So stand firm, and resist the devil.

			“Resist him?  Why not run away?”

			Because he doesn’t tell us to.

			Do we fight or do we flee?  We wear the armor of God because it is there to protect us. It is meant for a frontal assault: The helmet of salvation, the belt of truth, the breastplate of righteousness, the shoes of peace, the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God, the Bible.  What’s not protected?  Your back.

			We don’t flee the devil when he attacks because we are not protected in fleeing.  If we are standing firm in the faith, we are right where we are supposed to be.  We’re not intended to flee the devil, but to resist him.

			What do we flee from?

			Flee from the love of money – First Timothy 6:11

			Flee the evil desires of youth – Second Timothy 2:22

			Flee sexual immorality – First Corinthians 6:18

			There are things we flee from. We run away from the temptations.  These are life situations.  These are things which come against us.  Flee temptation.  Flee sin.  Flee evil desires.  But the sin is not attacking us.  Sometimes it feels like an assault, but sin itself does not attack us. Sin is there to draw us in to its charms, and we want to steer clear from those things that can pull us in.

			But resist the devil.  How?  By not being moved.  We stand firm.

			When Jesus went into the desert and Satan wanted to tempt him, Jesus gave the devil a Bible study.  With every assault, he responded with scripture.  And that scripture, and all of scripture, is given to us to show the character of God and to define his love for us.  

			So when the devil attacks with:

			“You’re a loser.”

			“No, I’m a child of God” (First John 5:1).

			“You’re not holy, you’re dirty.”

			“I am holy and dearly loved . . .” (Colossians 3:12).

			“You’re a sinner.”

			“And he has thrown my sin ‘as far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us’” (Psalm 103:12).

			“But you just sinned today . . .”

			“And if we confess our sins he is faithful and just to forgive us of our sins and to cleanse us of all unrighteousness” (First John 1:9).

			As we spend time studying our Bibles, we observe that for particular principles in the New Testament we will often discover an example in the Old Testament.  We commonly find that in the Old Testament is the New Testament concealed, and in the New Testament is the Old Testament revealed.  One helps us better understand the other.

			In Second Samuel 23 there is an accounting of David’s Mighty Men, including stories about the achievements of his top soldiers.  Here is one of them: 

			Benaiah son of Jehoiada, a valiant fighter from Kabzeel, performed great exploits. He struck down Moab’s two mightiest warriors. He also went down into a pit on a snowy day and killed a lion. And he struck down a huge Egyptian. Although the Egyptian had a spear in his hand, Benaiah went against him with a club. He snatched the spear from the Egyptian’s hand and killed him with his own spear (Second Samuel 23:20-21).

			How is this like resisting the devil?  Benaiah means “built by God,” and as believers we are built by God. He builds us up.  Remember:

			Our trials come so that our faith might be proved genuine.

			God allows us to go through our trials and afflictions in order to build us up so we can recognize our faith as genuine.

			Benaiah, built by God, is the son of Jehoiada.  Jehoiada means “God knows.”  As we endure adversity: your father knows.  He knows what your struggle is, he knows how you feel.

			Benaiah, son of Jehoiada, was from Kabzeel.  It was the furthest, most remote town in Judah.  When you are suffering and in distress, you will often feel you are in the remote places.  Alone.  Separated.

			So here is Benaiah, built by God, the son of the one who knows, from the remotest place in the kingdom—but he performed great exploits.  

			He struck down two of Moab’s greatest warriors.  The Moabites were, in essence, “cousins” to the people of Israel.  The Israelites came from Abraham, the Moabites were the descendants of Lot, Abraham’s nephew.  There was a kinship between the two nations, but the Moabites did not follow after God.  Moab means “from my father.”  Sometimes we deal with persecution and attack from inside the church, from those who are from our father, people who we expect to treat us as family, from whom we expect to receive grace.  But we can stand firm.

			Next Benaiah went down into a pit on a snowy day and killed a lion.  Aware of the threat, cold and treacherous, he descends into the pit to deal with the beast.  Sometimes we must also go into the pit to confront our struggle.  Sometimes enduring suffering means acknowledging we have to go further down, perhaps to address something deep within ourselves, roaring at us out of the pit, which must be rooted out.  So we prepare ourselves for the trial in front of us.

			Then Benaiah struck down a massive Egyptian.  Throughout the Bible, Egypt is a type, a picture, of the world.  Inevitably, we will face a giant of an attack from the world.

			Even though the Egyptian had a spear in his hand, Benaiah snatched the spear from the Egyptian, and he kills the enemy with his own weapon.

			This is how we deal with the assaults brought by the prince of this world, and this is how we resist the devil—we take his weapon away and use it against him.

			If you feel an unusual call to lust—you hear that song, see that billboard, view that image online—let that be your cue to start praying for ten people you know who may deal with the same issue, that they might stand firm and strong as well.

			If you feel caught up in gossip, start talking about the merits of that person, or lead the group in genuine prayer for whatever issue is being discussed—fight back by shutting it down—and then pray for those gossiping about it.

			When you feel tempted, begin not only praying for yourself, but for all the brothers and sisters around the world who are undergoing the same kind of sufferings as you.

			When the trial comes, pray.  Find others and pray.  Open your Bible and discover what God did in the lives of his people throughout the generations, and consider what God has been doing in your own life.  Learn that you can trust him, that you can count on him, that if he’s seen you through it before you can be sure he will see you through it again.

			Make this your personal habit, and when that thought enters your mind, the lust creeps in, or the temptation comes to lie or cheat or take advantage of someone—pray for yourself and pray for others and pray for strength in all of these things.  In this you resist the devil, and the devil will run away.

			I am in no way suggesting talking to the devil.  Personally, I have nothing to say to him.  My prayer is to the Lord, and my prayer is for my brothers and sisters across the globe.  And when his constant attacks cause you to pray for others, he’s going to run away, he is going to flee from you, because his attack is backfiring on him.

			When this becomes your standard, your method, you will find you will catch yourself faster and faster.  You won’t jump into anger like you did before.  You won’t give in to lust like you did before.  Issues of lust may just become your reminder that you’re supposed to be praying right now.  It takes the sting out of the attack, and reveals it for what it is: the devil’s plan to make you ineffective and pull you away from the Lord.

			Let the enemy’s attack backfire.  Grab his spear, take it from him, and thrust it back.  Stand.  Stand firm.

			10 And the God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ, after you have suffered a little while will himself restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast.

			Keeping it real, it’s not always easy.  But after you’ve endured, after you’ve struggled, after you’ve resisted and stood firm, after the dust clears, after the fight in our helmet, our breastplate, our shield, our shoes, after the skirmish is done—you’re still standing.  And sometimes we’re through the fight and we’re ready for the next enemy, and sometimes, it’s all we can do just to stand.  But stand we will.  And stand we can.

			He will see you through the trials, because you know your trials come so your faith might be proved genuine.

			11 To him be the power for ever and ever. Amen.

			So keep calm, and carry on.



58 διάβολος – diábolos (dee-ab’-ol-os)




		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Pastors, Casters & Conductors

			And the God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ, after you have suffered a little while will himself restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast.

			— First Peter 5:10

			Jehoshaphat, King of Judah, received some bad news.  The Moabites had formed a confederacy with the surrounding nations and were marching upon Jerusalem to wage war, and they were coming quickly.  Alarmed, Jehoshaphat resolved immediately to go before the Lord.  

			Calling for the entire nation to fast, people came from every town in Judah to gather at the temple in Jerusalem with their king to seek the Lord.  Assembled in the courtyard, Jehoshaphat stood before his people . . . and prayed:

			You rule over all the kingdoms of the nations. Power and might are in your hand, and no one can withstand you . . . we have no power to face this vast army that is attacking us. We do not know what to do, but our eyes are on you (Second Chronicles 20:6, 12).

			There the people stood—husbands, wives, children, babies—silently waiting with anticipation.

			Then the Spirit of the Lord came upon a young Levite in their midst.  He called out, “This is what the Lord says: ‘Do not be afraid because of this vast army.  For the battle is not yours, but God’s.  Stand firm and see the deliverance the Lord will give you.  Go out to face them tomorrow, and the Lord will be with you.’ ”

			In humility and gratitude, the King of Judah got to his hands and knees and bowed low before his king, the Lord of All.  And the great gathering of people followed his example, bowing down and worshiping God.

			Early the next morning, they marched out to meet the coming horde.  But Jehoshaphat, filled with faith and hope, placed singers at the head of their army.  Their charge was to “sing to the Lord and to praise him for the splendor of his holiness,” singing:

			Give thanks to the LORD, 

			for his love endures forever.

			When they arrived at the overlook to see the invading army, dead bodies lay strewn across the valley floor.  The enemy had already been defeated.

			That day, the desert valley received a new name: the Valley of Barakah, the Valley of Praise.

			I love the story of Jehoshaphat.  He wasn’t a perfect man, but he was a good king.  And when extraordinary circumstances came his way, his first inclination was to seek the Lord, fast, and pray.  He trusted God, and responded with the assuredness that comes from hope.  His valley of the shadow of death became a valley of praise.

			What do you look for in a leader?  There are countless thousands of books written on leadership describing the ideal character traits of business owners, entrepreneurs, CEOs, pastors, and parents.  But how many of these books describe humility, fasting, prayer, and worship as key attributes for leading others?

			This brings us to chapter 5, as Peter now delivers a final admonishment, a last exhortation, which includes an important word about leadership:

			1 To the elders among you, 

			The word here for Elder is the word presbyteros.60  It refers both to one who is older and also one who is a leader.  The Sanhedrin, the Jewish leaders in Peter’s day, were referred to as the presbyteros.

			There are three words used interchangeably in the New Testament regarding church leadership.  These are:  Elder, Bishop (or Overseer), and Pastor. 

			“Elder” describes the Man:  He is to have maturity and experience.  This is presbytyros.

			“Bishop” describes the Ministry:  In the Greek it’s the word episkopos.61  Overseer.  That is what he is to do.  The job is not to overburden, nor to overlord, but rather to look out for and watch over the people.

			“Pastor” describes the Method:  The word is poimēn,62 and it means “feeder” or “shepherd.”  The job of the pastor is to feed the people of God—feeding people the word and nourishing them through biblical teaching.  The goal of the pastor is to keep people fed and well protected.

			We have the Man, the Elder; the Ministry, the Bishop or Overseer; and the Method, the Pastor.  So he writes:

			1 To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder and a witness of Christ’s sufferings who also will share in the glory to be revealed: 

			Note that Peter calls himself a fellow elder, not the head elder, not the Pontificus Maximus.  He’s not the Pope.  He is a fellow elder in the church.  “To you elders, I have something to say as a fellow elder, but also as one who was a witness of Christ’s sufferings.”

			Having just finished sharing the importance of suffering and enduring difficulty in the Christian life, he’s saying, “I want you to know I am speaking from first-hand experience.  I saw him suffer.  I saw him beaten.  I saw him endure as an example to you.”

			2 Be shepherds [pastors] of God’s flock that is under your care, watching over them . . .

			The Pastor is to be a part of the church body, but he is also to watch over the body. This can create a measure of tension for pastors.  On one hand it is important to be among the people, to just be a person.  For years, all I wanted was to be a pastor.  I wanted to be “Pastor Brett.”  It was a title I really desired.  Then one day I got ordained, and after the service, someone came over and said, “Hey Brett!  . . . Oh, I’m sorry, Pastor Brett . . .”—and I suddenly felt very ugly and unworthy.  

			There is not some magical transformation that happens when you become a pastor.  It’s like your own wedding ceremony.  You watch weddings, you have an expectation of what getting married is going to be like, and then suddenly it’s your turn, and there you are in the middle of your wedding ceremony and it’s just you . . . looking around, taking it all in.  There’s nothing magical happening.  You’re just married now.  The same thing happened in getting ordained.  There I was . . . a pastor now, but I was still all me.  All my same faults and issues and stuff—and I felt very unworthy to be called “pastor.”  Even to this day, I don’t often refer to myself as “Pastor Brett.”  “Brett” serves me just fine.

			By the same token, I am Pastor Brett.  I have a role, a job, a responsibility to the church.  So it is important not only to be one of the body, but also to own my responsibility over the church.

			If I am only over the flock, then I will become aloof and unrelatable to others, and potentially find a tendency toward seeing myself as above others.  The body becomes “those people”—and that can lead to abuse.

			On the other hand, if I am just “one of the gang,” and if we’re always just buddy-buddy and hanging out casually, then I risk losing the authority of overseeing and giving direction and vision to the church.

			The same goes with our kids.  We want to be their friends and be relatable, but if all we remain with our kids is their buddies, then we lack the authority to discipline them, lead them, and give them direction. 

			Peter continues, saying that those who are leaders ought to do so:

			. . . not because you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not pursuing dishonest gain, but eager to serve; 

			A pastor should serve not because he has to, but because he wants to.  It should never be for dishonest gain, or base gain, to make money.  The issue is not about a pastor earning a salary.  There is nothing wrong with a pastor earning a “living wage.”  The issue is, there can be good money to be made for leading others, regardless of the person’s heart.  There are many pastors who have no care for others, but they have found that if they just move people and shake them up and inspire them, they can get them to give more.  Their teaching and “pastoring” becomes a method of making money, not a means of teaching people truth and helping them grow in their faith.  Peter writes here that our goal in pastoring others should be out of an eagerness and desire to serve others . . .

			3 . . . not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock. 

			How do pastors properly participate in the church while responsibly watching over the church?  By being an example.  This is the difference between leadership and dictatorship.  The dictator says, “Go!”  The leader says, “Let’s go.” And it makes all the difference in the body of Christ.

			4 And when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the crown of glory that will never fade away.

			This “crown of glory” is the stephanos,63 a semicircular wreath that was given to victors in the public games.  These were made of laurel branches and were originally a symbol to honor the god Apollos, and they would ultimately—as with any plant—die and fall apart.  But Peter here is writing that the wreath, this victor’s crown we shall receive as a blessing to give honor and glory to God, will never fade, and never die.

			5 In the same way, you who are younger, submit yourselves to your elders. All of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one another, because,

			“God opposes the proud but shows favor to the humble.”64

			You who are elders and leaders, lead the younger.  Don’t lord it over them, don’t rip them off or abuse them.  You who are younger, subordinate yourselves under your leaders’ care.  Adhere to their leadership and discipleship.  Grow and learn from them.

			But all of you, do what you do with humility.  None of it works when pride is thrown into the mix.  The arrogant leader becomes abusive or expectant.  The arrogant follower becomes prideful in his learning, which only leads to divisiveness and conflict within the church family.  We must always act toward one another with humility.  So . . .  

			6 Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time. 

			Why all of this discussion about pastors and leaders and followers?  Because bad leading produces bad following.  It leads to abuse of power, abuse of the position of watching out for God’s people, and, quite simply, abuse of people.  What a travesty to have the opportunity to point people toward a greater, deeper, more mature life in Christ, and instead become an agent of more suffering in their lives!  How many Christians have been offended or hurt by those who have misused their pastoral position?  I have ministered to more souls than I can count who have been disillusioned by the Church over this, left hurting and dwelling in dark places because of wounds suffered at the hands of those they trusted.

			I know.  I was one of them.  But then came the lesson: I found restoration when a godly, humble pastor, a man who represented the love of Jesus, encouraged me to find grace in my heart, to strive to forgive because I have been forgiven. 

			I learned that my greatest need was to trust in a God who judges justly.  I learned the truly freeing power of forgiveness like I’d never understood it before.  I learned the importance of what it means to die to myself and  embrace humility in leading others.  I learned that this suffering, too, was part of my journey of finding a genuine faith.

			Pastors, be faithful to your calling.  Be a willing leader, an example to the flock—feeding the sheep, not beating the sheep, and certainly not fleecing the sheep.  If it doesn’t look like love, it probably isn’t.

			Christian, if you have been wounded in the church, know that you have been failed by people, not by Jesus.  You are blessed when you endure, when you stand firm, even if you are only just standing.  Jesus set the example.  He suffered too—at the hands of the religious leaders, no less.

			7 Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you.

			This is important, because this is directly about our relationship with God.  Read it backward:  “Because God cares for you, cast your cares upon him.”  God loves you, and he knows that if you are going to be swallowed up in your worries and cares, it is hard to be effective.  So that burden you have, that worry, that anxiety, we’re to cast it on the Lord.  But this isn’t what we usually do.

			Most Sundays, we show up to church and “check our bags at the door.”  There we are, lugging a giant pack of our burdens—the struggles gathered throughout the week, the worries we’ve been carrying for months, the pains and the hurts we’ve held onto for years—all snugly, grotesquely crammed into our pack, weighing us down.  As we walk up to the doors of the church, we take it off and set it by the door.  We walk in and see our friends.  We are elated to be free of our burden for a few hours.  We sing, we worship, we raise our hands.  People ask, “How are you?”  “Oh, I’m wonderful!” we reply.  We hear the word of God being taught, and our hearts are lifted.  Then service is over.  We walk outside, pick up our pack, sling it over our backs with a grunt, and shuffle away, reburdened.

			Cast your cares, your anxieties, your burdens, on the Lord!  Bring your pack all the way into the church.  Walk up to the altar and throw them down.  Give them to God.  He wants them.  Let him take them.  He cares for you!

			Cast your cares.  It means literally to “throw it off of ourselves,” and let it fall on him.  We do this in prayer, talking to him, and listening to him.  We do this in trust, because we have experienced him take us through things before and keep us safe.  We do this in faith, knowing that he who took our sin can also take our affliction and our anguish.  We do this in hope, knowing that this life is just a temporary life, and he has promised us eternal life.

			8 Be alert and of sober mind. 

			We looked at this in the last chapter.  “Be cautious, and be calm.”  In keeping with the idea of suffering and adversity and temptation, he’s admonishing us not to panic!  This implies trust.  

			This kind of sobriety involves knowing God is in control.  It requires understanding that he takes care of you, always there to walk with you through whatever you are experiencing.  It involves remembering what he has done in your life, knowing that your trials were there to help grow your faith that it might be proved genuine, then recalling that help and growth into your current situation.  You don’t have to be afraid.  

			So keep your eyes open, and keep yourself calm, because . . .

			Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour. 9 Resist him, standing firm in the faith, because you know that the family of believers throughout the world is undergoing the same kind of sufferings.  10 And the God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ, after you have suffered a little while . . .

			. . . after you’ve endured, after you’ve struggled, after you’ve resisted and stood firm . . .

			. . . will himself restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast.

			Here we are.  Peter’s last admonishment to you, the believer, and the end of this letter.

			We understand we are to praise God because we are saved, and that we will go through trials and all kinds of suffering, placed in our lives to give us a genuine faith.  We’re told to be prepared (and told again, and again).  To be holy because he is holy.

			We understand there is a devil, an enemy, an adversary, who wants to tear you down, compromise you, and make you ineffective.  But through your suffering, he will of his own power give you restoration and strength and steadfastness.

			One last question:  What are you going to do about it?

			How will you apply this letter to your life?  Will you put this book down, pick up your baggage, and go back to yesterday?  Will you go back to the loneliness of, “Why me?  And why is this life so hard?”  Will you be satisfied with a life contained within an earthly perspective, clinging to your rights and shaking your fist at the unfairness of it all—or have you been awakened to something more?

			Two hundred years ago, America was steeped in one of the most embarrassing times of our brief history.  Slavery was rampant throughout the Southern United States.  Tensions were high between the North and the South.  In Dorchester County, Maryland, a woman named Araminta Ross had been born into slavery.  Her various masters had whipped and beaten her throughout her life, leaving her scarred.  As a child, one master had thrown a heavy metal weight at her head which cracked her skull.

			In 1849, Araminta escaped to Philadelphia, to what was termed “Freedom Land.”  Once free, she took on a new name, her “free name”—Harriet Tubman.

			She immediately went back across the border to rescue members of her family, and while bringing them to freedom, picked up other runaways as well.  She became a part of the Underground Railroad, becoming what they called a “conductor”—regularly going back across the border to guide runaways from safe house to safe house under the cover of night.  She was dubbed “Moses” in the South, notorious for bringing slaves to freedom.  Over thirteen excursions she rescued some seventy people, and she “never lost a passenger.”

			Then in 1850, Congress passed the Fugitive Slave Act.  This was something of an extradition policy.  It allowed slavers and trackers to come into the North, and upon finding an escaped slave, bring them back.  So Harriet guided these freed slaves further north into Canada, where they could settle and find work without risk of being returned to slavery.

			When the Civil War began, she came back down and served in the Union Army, first as a cook and a nurse, and then as an armed scout and a spy.  She became the first woman to lead an armed expedition in the war, and in one raid they rescued some seven hundred slaves.

			A devout Christian, Harriet Tubman died at 91.  Her last words were, “I go to prepare a place for you.”

			Her story has been depicted in the 2019 film Harriet, and I highly recommend it.  After watching it, I was left with a very heavy heart.  Not sad, mind you, but I felt weighted down.

			You see, we were once slaves. In Romans chapter 6, Paul calls it being “slaves to sin.”  Unlike Harriet Tubman, our story diverges in that we were bought out of slavery, redeemed by the work of Jesus on the cross, and saved from sin, no longer slaves, but children of God.  A holy people.  But once free, our story converges again.

			We are conductors in a spiritual Underground Railroad.  Our job is to enter into enemy territory where people are enslaved, being beaten and mistreated under a vicious yoke, and to rescue them, first with the hope of “Freedom Land” (that name really stuck out to me), and then provide them with as safe a passage as we can into a genuine faith.  

			But the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, looking for people to devour, seeking the opportunity to bring temptation and compromise, to inspire fear, panic, and pain.  We have all these people affected by the Fugitive Slave Act, a culture and a world threatening to drag them back into slavery unless we can somehow ensure their freedom, teaching and discipling them, helping them make their salvation solid and sure, and escorting them across safe borders. But sometimes there is nothing we can do about it, and we watch as they are dragged off into their old life and bondage.

			So what will you choose to do about it?  I choose to be a conductor.  To stand firm and pray hard.  To be joyful, pray continually, and be thankful.  To be vigilant, prepared, calm, and collected.  All while raising our families, working hard to fund the war effort, and refusing to give up until this vicious slave trade is brought to an end.  

			The effort continues.

			11 To him be the power for ever and ever. Amen.

			Cast your cares upon him.  Give him your anxieties.  Walk in the assured, convicted hope of eternal life, trusting in a God who judges justly, convinced of your standing that you are a living stone in his holy temple, part of a royal priesthood, a citizen of his holy nation, a member of a spiritual ethnicity.

			Choose to be a conductor.  To be a rescuer of slaves.  To not allow the message of this letter go to waste, that by our suffering and steadfastness, we might save even one, and bring them safely and securely into Freedom Land.

			That is what we become when we live in genuine faith.



60 πρεσβύτερος – presbýteros (pres-boo’-ter-os)

61 ἐπίσκοπος – epískopos (ep-is’-kop-os); First Timothy 3:2

62 ποιμήν –poimḗn (poy-mane’); Ephesians 4:11

63 στέφανος – stéphanos (stef’-an-os)

64 Proverbs 3:34




		
			The Epilogue

			Long-suffering, Suffering Long

			Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up.

			— Galatians 6:9

			Suffering is hard.  Many of us are going through intense trials right now, wondering when it will end, wondering how long you can hold on.  You may have even selected this book in hopes of finding a solution to your hurt, a method to let go of your pain, a pathway out of your present darkness.

			While this book examines the purpose of our suffering, and how to be patient, or long-suffering, through it, and hopefully even overcome it, in no way do I want to minimize your pain.

			My own times of darkness have been very real, moving through life as though a zombie, numb, going through the motions, so raw and filled with emotion I’d randomly shed tears at a song, a word, a thought.  As the hurt drags on, our long-suffering begins to feel as though we are just suffering long.  Sound familiar?

			But God is speaking to you, even in the midst of your pain.  He calls out: “I’m here.  I hear you.  I am with you.  I will not leave you.  I will not forsake you.”

			Suffering is hard.  But it always, always points us to hope, to the assurance and conviction of eternal life.

			In the middle of the story of Job, after having experienced great loss, physical ailment, abandonment, and the accusations of his friends, Job depended solely upon hope:

			I know that my redeemer lives, and that in the end he will stand on the earth. And after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God; I myself will see him with my own eyes—I, and not another. 

			How my heart yearns within me! (Job 19:25-27)

			We may never receive back what we lost in this life.  But God holds for us a treasure in heaven, an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade (1 Peter 1:4).

			Can you trust that God’s plan for your life is not to lose faith, but to grow in faith?  Can you place your hope in the resurrection of Christ that sealed your salvation and promises eternal life?

			I invite you:  Embrace hope.  It supersedes “Why?” and “How?”  Anchored to our salvation, rooted in Christ, our hope in eternal life will help us forgive the hurts of yesterday, see us through the troubles of today, and move us beyond the concerns for tomorrow.  To know, “Yet with my eyes, I will see God!”

			For I am convinced that neither death 
nor life, neither angels nor demons, 
neither the present nor the future, 
nor any powers, neither height nor depth, 
nor anything else in all creation, 
will be able to separate us from the love 
of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

			— Romans 8:38-39

			“He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death” or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.

			— Revelation 21:4
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