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LESSONS FROM FIRST PETER FOR THE CHURCH: TRUST AND DO GOOD
1 Peter 4:12-19; Matthew 5:1-12

A sermon preached at First Presbyterian Church by Carter Lester on

November 6, 2011


In a recent episode of the television sit-com, “Modern Family,” one of the main characters, Phil, a forty-something father of three and often clueless guy, is stunned to hear from his next-door neighbor, Jerry, that Jerry’s wife has left him.  Phil asks Jerry, “What happened?” and then he speaks to the camera directly to let us know what he is thinking inside as awaits Jerry’s answer:
“When someone your age dies, what is the first thing you want to know?  Died of what?  You want to hear it is something that could never happen to you.  Well, it is the same thing with divorce.  Tell me [Jerry] that it was an affair, booze, physical abuse.  No problem, “I’m a monogamous, social drinker, and [my wife] only sleep-hits me.  Just don’t tell me it came out of the blue.”


Unfortunately for Phil, Jerry tells Phil exactly that: “I was totally blindsided,” Jerry says.  And for the rest of the episode, Phil tries with comic results to make sure his wife still loves and wants him.


The Christians in the churches in Asia Minor have been “totally blindsided,” it appears.  They apparently are surprised that the reward they have received for  converting to the faith and trying to follow Jesus Christ is persecution.  They are derisively called “Christians,” and ostracized by their neighbors.  They no longer fit in with their neighbors because they live differently, and they are being reviled for it.

In some ways, the words of First Peter are much more applicable to Christians living in places like Pakistan where converts to Christianity may be attacked, or Egypt, where some of the violence in recent months have been turned on the Coptic Christians, than they are to us.  After all, we will more often face indifference from our neighbors rather than hostility.  And though we may make some sacrifices because of our faith and have to make some choices when it comes to priorities, I doubt if there are many of us who have ever really faced persecution.  I know I have not.  What does First Peter have to say to us in our situation?

There is wisdom here in First Peter 4 for those times when we are blindsided by struggles and suffering, and when we feel like life has slipped out of control.  And those are circumstances that we all have undoubtedly encountered.  Consider then how these lessons which are relevant to our lives.
First, do not be surprised: “Do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal that is taking place among you to test you, as though something strange were happening to you,” verse 12 tells us.  In other words, do not be stunned when the world does not throw a parade for you because you are a Christian and do not be astonished when bad things to good people.  Like Phil, we may want to hear that it cannot possibly happen to us.  But it can – and it will.
To quote the old song, no one promised us that life will be a rose garden.  Jesus warns us that in this world we will have trouble.  He did, after all.  At the center of our faith is the cross – the ultimate symbol of bad things happening to a good man, indeed the one and only perfect man the world has known.  Because of human sin, the world is broken and imperfect and sometimes the innocent suffer.  Our faith does not give us some kind of force field to exempt us from struggles and suffering.  Instead, as the witness of Jesus and the early church shows, sometimes our faith makes life harder rather than easier, because we no longer are able to simply do whatever is easiest, whatever everybody else is doing.

The world can rain on our parade.  Sometimes bad things happen, no matter how good we are.  If we can at least realize this truth we will be better prepared when the troubles come, and there is less chance that life will blindside us and knock the faith out of us.

Second, according to Peter, we look to see what, if any part, we have played in bringing about our struggles and suffering.  “But let none of you suffer as a murder, a thief, a criminal, or even as a mischief maker,” Peter writes.  In other words, Peter is reminding the Christians he is writing that they cannot expect to escape punishment for crimes and other misdeeds, just because they are Christians.  Peter also against mischief-making, that is, folks who sit in judgment of their neighbors and unnecessarily provoke the anger of their neighbors.
When adversity comes upon us, let us not just cry “woe is me,” without seeing if somehow we are part of the problem.  When we are facing difficult struggles because our life is not going the way we want it to go, let us ask ourselves if there is anything we should be doing differently.  And when someone lashes out at us, or if we are criticized because of our faith, let us do a bit of humble self-examination and see if we have done anything to contribute to that hostile reaction.
Please do not hear in these words that Peter is blaming the victim or wants those persecuted for their faith or otherwise abused to say, “That’s all right.  Do whatever you want – I deserve it.”  But we are being asked to not blame others without also humbly looking at our own actions and words to see if we have anything we should confess or change.

Not being surprised when we face adversity – and doing a bit of self-examination – that is really the easy part of the lessons from First Peter.  Now comes the harder part: “let those suffering in accordance with God’s will entrust themselves to a faithful Creator, while continuing to do good.”  Lessons 3 and 4 are “trust in God” and “keep doing good.” 

Trust – what a difficult word that is.  We want to be in control and have a plan.  An investment company asks us to know what our number is, that is the number we need to have saved so that we presumably can have a happy, healthy, and financially secure retirement.  But is there really such a number?  If we meet that number and do anything right as far as putting aside our money, do we think that we have guaranteed a retirement of happiness?


We want a guarantee – that if we believe enough or are good enough, then no bad things will happen.  Because then we feel like we have some control over what may happen.  But suffering often comes uninvited.  Adversity and disappointment strike those of great faith just as much they strike those of little faith.
“Help me O God for my boat is so small and the sea is so big.”  That ancient prayer of Celtic Christians is just as relevant today as it was fifteen hundred years ago.  Because, as much as we would like to know what our number is, to have plans and guarantees, as much as we would like to be in control and know what lies ahead, the sea is big and we often have to sail into unknown and dangerous waters.  And our boats can be so small.

“Entrust yourselves” to our faithful Creator, Peter tells us.  As Phillip Yancey puts it, “A faithful person sees life from the perspective of trust, not fear.  Bedrock faith allows me to believe that, despite the chaos of the present moment, God does reign; that regardless of how worthless I may feel, I truly matter to a God of love; that no pain lasts forever and no evil triumphs in the end.  Faith sees even the darkest deed of all history, the death of God’s Son, as a necessary prelude to the brightest.”


The essence of faith is trust and trust means knowing that no matter how low we go, “we need never look up to Jesus – only sideways.  Because on the cross he went that low too.”
  And there is no situation that we will encounter from which God is absent.  There is no struggle, no adversity, no suffering, that we will not find Jesus right there beside us – even in the darkest of valleys, the shadow of death.

We are not in charge; we are not in control.  That is the bad news.  But that is also the good news.


Last week, we asked those preparing to join the church next week to share something of their faith journeys.  What was most striking to me was how for so many people the greatest life-changing events for their faith were precisely those times when they were facing some of the great adversities in their lives:  The diagnosis of a serious and chronic disease; the death of a brother or a husband; a near-death experience that left permanent scars.  In such crises, they discovered like never before that they needed help.  And, in a swirling sea, they found a rock that they could stand on.  In a dark valley, they found Jesus there beside them.  
Friends, when it comes to the Christian faith, “we are not dealing…with a God who comes around only when things are rosy and the birds are singing.  There is a cross up there!  The God we know in Jesus Christ knows about suffering.  The God we know in Jesus Christ gets to the valley of [suffering] and death and loss before we get there, so that He can get ready to catch us when we stumble blindly in, so that He can guide us through the dark.”
  
The God we know in Jesus Christ is trustworthy so that our trust is not in vain.  And neither is it futile to do good.  “Entrust [yourselves] to a faithful Creator, while continuing to do good,” verse 19 tells us.

How do you think those Christians in Asia Minor who first received this letter felt when they heard Peter’s words?  Perhaps they wondered how much good they could do since they were but a minority within the society, reviled and looked down upon.  Surely it felt futile for them to do good in the midst of such persecution.

We too may find Peter’s words hard to swallow.  Our boats also are so small.  And the seas we face also are so large.  What good does it do for us to do good?  Isn’t it too little to make a difference?

Not when we trust in God.  Because that trust speaks not only to our present; it speaks also to our future.  And when God is in charge of our future nothing we do in the present is futile or pointless.  No matter how small our resources, God can use them to do far more than we could ever predict, no matter how great the sea and the need may seem.  This is the God, after all, who can feed 5000 with a few loaves and fishes.

Trusting God and doing good.  They go hand in hand.  It is what we will do next week when we dedicate our commitments of money, time and resources for 2012.  And it is what we do each week when we offer ourselves to God.
 A number of years ago, a book came out that took the country by storm.  It was called, Everything I Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten.  Actually I think the author missed it by a couple of years.  Everything we need to know we learned a few years before kindergarten.  The first time we faced a scary dog, or a frightening storm, or simply a great wide street and the other side seemed so far away.  When we stuck out our little hand and felt the large and strong hand of our mother and father take it, we suddenly felt stronger and safer, ready to face anything.
That is all we need to know.

Because even now, as we face something scary or prepare to jump off the curb of the familiar to cross into the unknown, God is there beside us, offering  God’s gigantic hand.  All we have to do is reach out and take it.  

And all will be well.  Amen.
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