     April 13th , 2008, Sermon:  “Words from a rock about THE ROCK!”  -- Part 2
                                                  ( Text:  1st Peter 2:13 – 3:7 )

************************************************************************
     Last Sunday we began my 4 part sermon series on 1st Peter.  We examined 1st Peter 1:1 – 2:12.  If you missed last Sunday’s sermon I have copies of that sermon manuscript available on the table where the Bulletins are found.  Also, you can get that manuscript on our web page.  You can even listen to an audio version of my sermon on our web page.  So, if you missed last Sunday’s sermon, I encourage you to read it or listen to it.   
     With that said, today we continue our study of 1st Peter as I preach on 1st Peter 2:13 – 3:7.  As I mentioned last Sunday, I don’t have time to comment on every verse in detail.  Therefore, I will focus on the primary themes of this text and explain how this Word of God applies to our lives today.

     In last Sunday’s sermon text, 1st Peter 1:1 – 2:12, we found that no less than THREE times Peter stressed that the salvation Christ gives us should result in us living godly lives in this world.  Now, living a “godly life” means two things.

     First, living a “godly life” means that we daily confess our sins and trust in Christ for mercy.  We never reach a state of sinless perfection in this life.  Even though we will grow and mature in our faith as we focus on Christ’s mercy and study Holy Scripture, the fact is that we must always battle against the desires of our sinful nature and the temptations of this evil world which will be with us until the day we die.  So, the first thing about living a “godly life” is that we must constantly confess our sins and rely on the mercy that Christ gives us.  
     Second, living a “godly life,” on the one hand, means that we rely on the Holy Spirit to help us resist temptation and refrain from evil behavior, and, on the other hand, we rely on the Holy Spirit to help us develop desires and behavior that are in harmony with God’s will for our lives as revealed in Holy Scripture.  

     Now, in our sermon text for today, which is 1st Peter 2:13 – 3:7, we will learn about God’s will for us concerning our relationships with other human beings.  Simply put, God is going to reveal to us His will for our lives in the area of God-given authority.  
     Having said that, do you remember God’s 4th Commandment?  Here it is:  “Honor your Father and Mother.”  Listen to Martin Luther’s explanation of this Commandment:  “We should fear and love God so that we do not despise or anger our parents and other authorities, but honor them, serve and obey them, love and cherish them.”
     Did you notice that Luther did not merely speak of honoring parents?  Luther also mentioned “other authorities.”  Is Luther adding to God’s Commandment?  No!  You see, Scripture shows that the 4th Commandment also pertains to any authorities that God may place over us.

     For example, I challenge you to find your Small Catechism.  If you don’t have one, I can show you how to get a copy.  Once you have Luther’s Small Catechism in hand, open it to the section called “The Table of Duties.”  In that section you will find various biblical texts listed under the following headings:  “Duties of Pastors,” “Duties of Laypeople,” “Duties of Civil Government,”  “Duties of Citizens,” “Duties of Husbands,” “Duties of Wives,” “Duties of Parents,” “Duties of Children,” “Duties of Employees,” “Duties of Employers,” “Duties of Youth,” “Duties of Widows,” and finally “Duties for Every Christian.”
     Now, if you examine the Scriptures listed under these various headings you will be confronted with God’s will for those who are in positions of authority as well as for those who are living under those positions of authority.  In fact, some of the Scriptures that Luther lists under these headings are taken from our text for today:  1st Peter 2:13 – 3:7.

     With that said, in 1st Peter 2:13-17 we read about God’s gift of government and how God wants us Christians live under this authority.  Peter says that we should submit ourselves to the government God has placed over us – even if those in positions of authority are NOT Christians.  Scripture teaches that government is God’s gift to keep order in this sinful world.  Governments are supposed to reward good behavior and punish evil behavior.  
     Now, as you know, sometimes various governments deny their conscience and do the opposite of what God expects.  For example, some governments in the past and even some governments today actually reward evil behavior and punish good behavior.  In such cases we must remember that God will not be mocked.  Such governments will not last long, and those in positions of authority who do evil will eventually come to ruin!
     With that said, we must remember that the government in charge when Peter wrote these words was none other than the pagan Roman Empire.  In fact, the Roman emperor at this time was none other than Nero who was famous for corruption and his persecution of Christians.
     Now, what does God mean when He says that we should submit to the government He has placed over us?  First, God does NOT mean that we should obey the government when they force us to sin.  In that case we must remember the words that Peter spoke when he was commanded to stop preaching about Jesus.  In Acts chapter 4 we read these words:  “We must obey God rather than men!” 
     So, if the government commands you to do something evil that God forbids – such as denying your faith in Christ or aborting one of your unborn children – or if the governments commands you to stop doing something that God wants you to do – such as attending Services or speaking out against evil - then you must refuse, and be willing to suffer persecution for the Lord.  

     However, during such times of righteous suffering you must remember that God is with you and that nothing in all creation – not even death itself! – can separate you from the mercy, love and eternal hope you have in Jesus.  I recall these words from 1st Peter 4:19, “…those who suffer according to God’s will should commit themselves to their faithful Creator and continue to do what is good.”
     Now, having said that, even though we must obey God rather than men, God also expects us to obey the good laws of our government and pray for those who are in positions of authority – especially if those authorities are unbelievers!  Simply put, God expects us Christians to obey the good laws of our land and to submit to the law enforcement officials God has placed over us.
     The next section we will examine is 1st Peter 2:18-20 where Peter talks about slaves submitting to their masters.  Now, this language about “slaves and masters” shocks our modern ears – especially considering the horrible history of slavery in our nation.  However, we must hear the following clarifications.

     First, God is NOT here condoning the institution of slavery.  Instead, Peter is simply acknowledging a reality in that culture.  You see, the Christians of that day were in no position to change the institution of slavery in the Roman Empire.  In addition, if Masters let their slaves go free that would often mean that those slaves would have no money, no food, no home and no hope.  Therefore, Peter simply gives advice to Christian slaves regarding their behavior under their masters’ authority.

     Second, slavery in the Roman Empire was not quite the same as slavery was in our nation’s past.  For example, slavery in the American south was based on the evil error that humans with black skin were less-than-human or not human at all.  Also, most of the slaves with black skin were stolen from their homeland and forced to come to America.  Finally, once you were a slave in America you had no rights and no hope for freedom.

     In contrast, many of the slaves in the Roman Empire were criminals or prisoners of war whose sentence was a life of slavery.  In addition, other slaves were people who willingly signed a contract to be slaves for a certain amount of years to ensure that they had food, clothing and a place to live.  You see, there was no welfare for the poor in the Roman Empire.  Therefore, it was often better to be a slave than starve to death!  Finally, some slaves were allowed to purchase their freedom if they could save up enough money to care for themselves. 
     Now, having made those clarifications, Peter is teaching Christian slaves how they should behave under their masters’ authority.  On the one hand, Peter would not expect them to obey if their masters required them to sin.  But on the other hand, Peter stresses that slaves should show respect for their masters and have a good work ethic.  In other words, they should work hard to the glory of God and thereby be a witness for Christ.
     This reminds me of what Paul writes about slaves in Colossians chapter 3:  “Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men, since you know that you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward.  It is the Lord Christ you are serving.”  

     In addition, listen to what Paul says to Christians who have slaves working for them.  Paul says to Christian masters:  “…provide for your slaves with what is right and fair, because you know that you also have a Master in heaven.”  Did you hear that?  Christians who owned slaves were expected to pay them fair wages and treat them with kindness!
     So, how does all this “slave and master” information apply to our lives today?  First, we can thank God that we no longer have slavery as an institution in our nation.  The race-based slavery we had in our past was far worse than anything that took place under the Roman Empire.  I’m glad that evil is abolished!
     Second, Peter’s words still apply to us if we think about what God expects of us as employees and employers respectively.  As Christian EMPLOYEES you should work hard and earn your wages.  You should not take advantage of your employers by “sluffing off” and doing poor quality work.  Instead, you should work hard to the glory of God!  Also, as Christian EMPLOYERS you should give your employees fair wages and treat them with kindness and respect.
     The next “authority” section we will examine is 1st Peter 3:1-7.  Now, just as Peter’s words about “slaves and masters” catch our modern ears off guard, these words of Peter about husbands and wives also tend to shock us.  These words of Peter sound barbaric compared to the modern ideas people have about relationships between husbands and wives.

      However, you need to understand something.  Unlike slavery which was never condoned by God and was the result of life in a sinful world.  In contrast, God created Adam and Eve as well as the institution of marriage.  What God teaches about Christian wives and husbands is often in conflict with the messed-up ideas about marriage we have in our society today.  With that said, let’s examine what Peter is teaching us.

      First Peter speaks about God’s will for Christian WIVES.  First, Paul says that wives should submit to their husbands.  Now, once again, this does not mean that wives should submit if their husbands require them to sin nor does Peter suggest that wives should submit to evil abuse.  Instead, Peter is saying that wives should follow and support their husbands’ good leadership.

      You see, in any relationship there needs to be a leader.  When a man and a woman dance, someone needs to lead or the dance won’t go well.  God’s plan is that husbands should be the loving leaders of their families.

      Now, having said that, God’s will is that Christian women should marry only Christian men.  Why?  First, God wants us Christians to have Christ and His Word at the center of our marriages and that can’t happen if one spouse is NOT a Christian.  Second, Christian wives will have no problem submitting to their husbands’ authority if their husbands are Christians who are loving them and leading them in the ways of the Lord.

      But what if a Christian wife is married to a non-Christian husband? For example, let’s say there’s a couple who were both NON-Christians when they married.  But then one day the wife hears a Christian witness and comes to faith in Christ, but her husband remains an unbeliever.  What then?

      Peter says that such Christian wives should win over their NON-Christian husbands by their love, humility and godly behavior.  Once again, this doesn’t mean Christian wives should submit to sin or tolerate abuse.  Instead, Peter is saying that Christian women should love and respect their husbands – especially if their husbands are NOT Christian, because then their loving witness may lead their unbelieving husbands to the Lord.

      One other thing needs to be addressed before I deal with Peter’s words to Christian HUSBANDS.  Simply put, how to we deal with Peter’s words to women about braided hair, jewelry and fancy clothing?  First, Peter is NOT saying that it is wrong for women to style their hair or wear jewelry or put on nice clothing.  Second, what Peter IS saying is that such things should not be a woman’s only source of beauty.  True beauty, says Peter, is found in a woman whose heart is focused on Jesus and who strives to live accordingly.

      You know, there are women in the world today who are very attractive on the OUTSIDE, but their hearts and their lifestyles are ugly!  In contrast, some Christian women in a 3rd world countries who don’t have money for hair-styles, jewelry or fancy clothing – such Christian women are truly beautiful because of their faith in Jesus and their desire to live accordingly.  Simply put, Peter is saying to you women that your true beauty flows from your faith in Christ!
      And now I get to talk to the MEN!  That’s right, Peter doesn’t ignore us!  In fact, Peter deals with husbands last because we’re prone to forget, and Peter wants us to remember God’s will for us as Christian husbands.

     Now, far from being a male chauvinist, Peter is teaching that Christian husbands should use their God-given authority to SERVE their wives.  The Apostle Paul says the same thing in Ephesians chapter 5, where he writes:  “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her…”
     You see, in Peter’s day the men in the Roman Empire believed that their strength as men gave them the right to belittle and control those under their authority.  In Peter’s day women were barely above cattle when it came to respect. 

      But that’s not how God wants Christian husbands to act.  Peter says that women are the “weaker sex.”  Now, this is not a put down.  Peter is simply acknowledging the fact that most women have less physical strength than most men their own size.  But how are men to use their superior strength?  Men are to use their strength to “love, serve, protect and provide” for their wives.

      In fact, Peter stresses that women are of equal value before God and we should treat them accordingly.  But if Christian husbands DON’T do this; if we follow the evil world’s idea of what it means to be a man, then Peter says God won’t hear our prayers.  If we use our authority to mistreat our wives, God will ignore us.  That should get our attention!  Remember, we men are under GOD’S authority and He’s stronger than we are!

      Now, having said all this about God’s will for those who are in authority and God’s will for those who are under authority, we need to understand two more things.

      First, not one of us lives up to these expectations perfectly.  We sin against God’s will for our lives in the area of authority.  What hope is there for us sinners?  Listen to these words of Peter from today’s reading:  “[Christ] himself bore our sins in his body on the tree,…”  Did you hear that?  Christ took all our sins – including our misuse of authority and our rebellion against authority – and Christ suffered the punishment for those sins.

     My friends, you can come to God with your sinful failures to live according to His will and know that you are forgiven because of Jesus.  You can repent of your sin and know that you have mercy from God for Christ’s sake.  Today God says to you:  “You are forgiven.  Your sins are wiped out.  Christ took your sins to the cross, and His blood makes you clean in my sight!”

     That takes us to the second and final point I want to make.  Simply put, what is our motivation for living according to God’s will in the area of authority?  Are you motivated by fear of God’s wrath?  No.  God has forgiven you and He loves you.  Are you motivated to obey in the hope that you can erase your guilt?  No.  Christ took your guilt to the cross.  You have no more guilt to erase.
     You see, our motivation for obeying God is His love for us in Christ.  As we focus on Christ and how He uses His authority to SERVE US, our hearts are thereby transformed and we find ourselves wanting to say “No” to the sinful ways of this world and wanting to say “Yes” to God’s loving plan for our lives as we strive follow Christ’s example of obedience.

     Therefore, in closing, remember these wonderful words:  “[Christ] himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed.  For you were like sheep going astray, but now you have returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls.”  Amen.

