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Introduction to the scripture

As we come to the last chapter of Peter’s letter to the 1st century Christians in the Roman Empire, we hear Peter’s final instructions to two different groups. First, to the leaders of the church, and then to the whole congregation.  I’d like to read the chapter in three parts.  First, verses 1-5.   In these verses, Peter instructs and urges the church leaders to lead by example.    (read verses 1-5)

And then Peter widens his focus and addresses the whole congregation.  
The tone in these next verses, moving towards the end of the letter reminds me of letters I have received from people who have watched out for me. Like the letter from my older brother, a letter he wrote to me when he was an experienced junior in college and I was a senior in high school.  He thought I needed to know a few things before I went to college, so he told me – gave me bullet points, really --  frat parties, guys, roommates, drinking… and one which seemed a bit ironic:  he told me I should appreciate “mom and dad,”  this coming from the guy who, when he had been a senior in high school, was known for slamming the door and storming out of the driveway when he wasn’t holed up in his room avoiding them.
But his letter has something of the same tone as Peter’s.  In three verses, Peter will lay down 5 instructions, bullet points. The letter turns to strong verbs and terse phrases.  He  packs a powerful punch here at the close of the letter– not because he is angry, but because he is earnest.  He earnestly desires to direct and guide some people he loves, before the pages and the time run out.  “I have written this short letter to encourage you…”  he tells them.  There are things he wants them to know and do for their own good.  Things that will help them in their trouble, and even save them, in the end.
Sitting in Peter’s congregation were people who were weary and heavy-laden, worried, suffering, in body or soul, some in danger of giving up the faith.  
Sitting in this congregation are people like them.
These are troubled times we are living in.  We don’t need statistics to tell us that – but they do.  

But we are Christians, and we have some other things to listen to besides statistics.  The Holy Spirit is telling us some things, too.

Let us hear what the Spirit says to the Church in these next verses.  6-11.
Pray.
The first thing I hear God’s Spirit saying to us is ‘take heart.” Take heart.
These may be troubled times we are living in, but it will not always be like this. 
Jesus had said to his disciples, “In this world you will have trouble.  But do not be afraid. I have overcome the world.”  Whatever is causing you difficulty now, it will not always be like this.  There will come a time when things will not be so hard or dark.  There will be another chapter. 
For most of us, this most likely will be true within history.  You and I can look at history and see good reason to believe that cycles will turn, and things will shift, and today’s distress and disorientation will give way to a new equilibrium.  

For some in the world, for some of us, the difficulties prowl relentlessly, ready to pounce throughout their life.  We do not always know why.  But even to them, Peter says, “You suffer for a little while.”  There will come a time when things are not like this.  
This is not a glib response Peter is giving them.  Remember that Peter writes from “Babylon,” the code name for Rome.  Peter writes from a church being set on fire.  

But Peter can say this because he lives in a different time zone than the world around him: he lives in the time zone of eternity.  He lives out of the perspective of God’s time.  There is so much more to our existence than what we see on earth.  “This created world is but a small parenthesis in eternity,” wrote Thomas Browne, an English physician who lived centuries ago.  
W.B. Hinson was a great preacher of that last generation.  Near his death, he remembered the year before, when the doctor had told him he had an illness from which he wouldn’t recover.  Hinson recounted, “I walked out to where I live 5 miles from Portland, Oregon, and I looked across at that mountain that I love, I looked at the river in which I rejoice, and I looked at the stately trees that are always God’s own poetry to my soul.  Then in the evening, I looked up into the great sky where God was lighting His lamps, and I said, ‘I may not see you many more times, but Mountain, I shall be alive when you are gone; and River, I shall be alive when you cease running towards the sea; and Stars, I shall be alive when you have fallen from your sockets in the great down pulling of the material universe.”  (www.sermonillustrations.com)

There are many voices that sound today with the theme “Live for the moment.  Live for the day.”  And it is true, life is richer when we live fully aware and present in the moment.  But as Rick Warren observes,  “The most damaging aspect of contemporary living is short-term thinking,” (Rick Warren, The Purpose-Driven Life, p. 37) 
And isn’t that true?  So many things in life require the long view, if we are to do them well, and enjoy them most fully – raising children, learning a skill, making investments, building a marriage, maturing in faith. In the same way, this earthly life itself requires the long view of eternity in order to live it well and enjoy it fully. 
How would we live our days and years differently, how would you view your troubled times differently, if we lived in the perspective of God’s time zone?  
Take heart.  Though you suffer trials of various kinds for a little while, it will not always be like this.  The God of all grace has something more prepared.   
Second, I hear the Holy Spirit exhorting us:
Stand fast.  
What does it mean to stand fast? 

It does not mean that we dig in our heels and never budge, never change or adapt to new realities.

To stand fast is to stand upon the promises of God in order to stand against the things of  the world;
it means that we hold onto the assurance that, though the worst may come, it will not be the last to come – God’s provision and power will extend beyond whatever threatens you now;

to stand fast means that we plant our feet in the Way of Christ and follow it, because it is the proven way that will get us through this vale of suffering with a measure of meaning, and joy and peace.
How do we stand fast?

This is where Peter’s bullet points come in.
First bullet:

· Be alert.  Don’t be willfully ignorant of what is going on.
There are a lot of powerful forces at work in the world, in our culture, in institutions, in us, forces which cause us to doubt God, or distract us from God, and pull us away from the Way Christ has laid out for us to follow. Where do you feel their pressure and pull in your life? Acknowledge they are real, identify them, resist them.
Second bullet:
· Discipline yourselves. Spiritually.  Do what you need to do to keep up your spiritual strength.  Feed on a steady diet of the Word, spend time with God, surround yourself with other people who are following the Way-- that will make it easier to do the things Christ has shown us we need to do. We cannot expect to have spiritual strength without any spiritual exercise or discipline.
Third bullet:
· Cast all your anxiety on God.  Don’t carry it around when God has offered to carry it for you.  Learn how to lay it down.  It is possible. In these past few weeks, as someone has suffered alongside a loved one, a friend told her “Don’t pray if you’re going to worry.”  That is good advice, but difficult to live out.  I have appreciated something writer Bruce Larson has said, “On days when life is difficult and I feel overwhelmed, as I do fairly often, it helps to remember in my prayers that all God requires of me is to trust Him and be His friend.  I find I can do that.”   (sermonillustration.com)
But the bullet point that heads the rest, the place we need to begin if we are going to get through to the end, is an instruction that runs contrary to all the teachings and values of our society and time:
· Humble yourselves.  Humble yourselves under the mighty hand of God. Admit you are not in charge, and submit to the One who is.

How hard this is for us Western, 21st century Protestants! Our branch of the church, and our country, were founded by people who did not want to submit to authorities;  no kings, no priests for us! Independence, self-government, resistance to hierarchy runs in our DNA.  

Do you know how to submit to God, saying in all things “thy will be done?”   “There are two kinds of people:” writes C.S. Lewis, “those who say to God ‘Thy will be done’ and those to whom God says “All right, have it your way.’” (quoted in Warren, p. 37)  
I serve on the committee of the presbytery which oversees candidates for ministry.  It is the body which tends to the spiritual formation of pastors.  The committee acts as mentors who guide each candidate along a formation process which has requirements that extend for at least two years.  

At our last meeting, one candidate came before us who was ready for a fight.  During his first year under care, he has consistently resisted the process hammered out by the church over centuries.  In email exchanges, in phone calls, in the meeting, he has argued with every requirement, debated every word of advice and direction from his mentor, accused the moderator of not treating him fairly…
finally, one member of the committee said, “In the end of all your debating and arguing, there is only one word you need to know if you want to get to the end of this process, one word only:  submit.  You need to find the humility in yourself to admit you are not in charge, and submit to this body, because this is the way to become a Presbyterian minister.  If you do, we will be able to guide you, support you, stand by you.  The path will shape you, and you will become what you seek.

“If you cannot find the humility to submit, then go find another way.  That is fine.  But if you want to become a Presbyterian minister, this is the way you have to follow.  If you want to complete it, you will have to submit. If you do not, we cannot help you.”

Huh.  He didn’t take that very well.  He wants to get to the end result, but he does not want to follow the way.

Peter is telling us the same thing. “Listen,” he says, “we can argue with God, we can resist the pattern Christ sets before us, we can dabble and detour along other paths – we can store up treasures on earth, avoid sacrifice, pursue our own desires, refuse to forgive …we can debate with God, even accuse God of treating us unfairly … But we cannot get to the end result if we do not follow the Way.  If we want to be shaped into the kind of people who endure in faith, and even find peculiar joy and peace and meaning in the midst of troubled times,  if we want to get through to the end of this process called life into that glorious inheritance beyond this parenthesis in eternity …
then there is one word for us:  submit.  Find the humility within ourselves to fall to our knees in our heart and in our will, open our hands and yield, and in all things —even in the adversity and trouble that overtake us –seek and say “Thy will be done.’  
When we do not, then God can’t help us, and God will say, “All right, have it your way.”  

But when we do, when we humble ourselves under the mighty hand of God, ah! then  God is able to help us and guide us through, and  God himself will restore, support, strengthen and establish us.  To him be the power forever and ever. 
Peter concludes his letter to his congregation, and to us:


read verses 12-14
Greet one another with love.

Peace to all of you who are in Christ.
This is the Word of the Lord:

thanks be to God!

Let us stand and do as Peter instructs – greet one another with love.
