     April 20th , 2008, Sermon:  “Words from a rock about THE ROCK!”  -- Part 3
                                                  ( Text:  1st Peter 3:8 – 4:11 )

************************************************************************
     Today I’m giving part 3 of my 4 part sermon series on 1st Peter.  If you missed one or both of my first 2 sermons on 1st Peter, I have manuscripts available in the Church entry on the table where the Bulletins are kept.  Also, you can get sermon manuscripts as well as audio versions of my sermons on our web page.
     With that said, today’s sermon is based on 1st Peter 3:8 – 4:11.  As I mentioned the last 2 Sundays, I will not be able to explain every verse in detail.  Therefore, I will focus on the primary themes in this section of 1st Peter and apply them to our lives today.

     So, let’s begin our examination of today’s text by looking at 1st Peter 3:8-17.  Now, as we look at this text we see that once again Peter stresses that the salvation you receive from Jesus should result in you living a “new life” as God’s child.  This “new life” means that the Holy Spirit moves us to say “No” to the desires of our sinful nature and “Yes” to God’s loving plan for our lives.
     Therefore, at the beginning of today’s reading Peter teaches us how we should live, and then he quotes words from Psalm 34 which stresses that God’s people should turn away from the evil ways of unbelievers and live according to God’s Word. Now, why would Peter need to say this to us?  

     First, even though we Christians have been saved; even though we have new hearts and minds that desire to do God’s will. Nevertheless, we still have a sinful nature that is constantly leading us to turn from God and conform to the evil ways of this world.  Second, by giving us this warning Peter thereby reminds us to keep our focus on Christ who not only forgives our many sins but also gives us the strength to live as His people.

     Peter then goes on to give us comfort with these words:  “…even if you should suffer for what is right, you are blessed.”  You see, living the Christian life can be a challenge.  Not only must we fight against our own sinful desires and the temptations of the devil.  But when God does enable to live according to His will we may find that the unbelievers of this world may ignore us, mock us or even persecute us.  

     For example, some Christians in China are persecuted simply because they want to worship Jesus and study Holy Scripture.  Right here in the United States there are faithful Christians who are mocked and ridiculed simply because they speak the Truth of God’s Word and strive to live accordingly. 

     However, if this ever happens to us, Peter says that we must remember that we are “blessed.”  Through faith in Jesus our sins are forgiven.  Through faith in Jesus we have certain hope for the future.  For example, at the end of the Apostles’ Creed we say that we believe in “the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting.”  
     Now, when the unbelievers of this world notice that we have hope even when we suffer for doing good, they may take notice and ask us why we have such hope.  What should we do then?  Listen to what Peter says:  “…in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord.  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,…”

     Did you hear that?  God wants us to be prepared to give a witness for the hope we have in Christ so that God may be glorified and more unbelievers may be brought to faith in Jesus and be saved along with us.  

     Of course, the best way we can be prepared to give a witness to others is for us to being growing in God’s Word on a regular basis.  That is why we Christians should rejoice in the opportunities we have to hear and study God’s Word.  Not only does this strengthen our own faith in Christ and keep us from falling away.  But this also equips us with the knowledge of God’s Word and His plan of salvation so that we can be ready to give a witness when God gives us the opportunity.
     This takes us to the next section of our reading, which is 1st Peter 3:18-23.  Now, I wish I had time to explain each verse of this text in detail, but that would take several sermons.  So, I will sum up the meaning of this text as best I can.
     Peter writes these words:  “For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God.”  Did you hear those awesome words?  Peter says that Jesus, the only Righteous One, died on the cross in the place of us unrighteous sinners.  Why did Jesus do this for us?  This was God’s plan to bring us back to Himself.  Instead of giving us His wrath because of our sin, God gave us His Son instead.  God damned His own Son in our place that we might be free from sin and live as God’s children.  As we heard in the reading from last Sunday:  “[Christ] himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness.”
     With that said, I will now sum up the rest of 1st Peter 3:18-23.  There’s a lot of information here and I could spend a couple sermons just on this text.  But since we don’t have time for that, I’ll sump up the basic points. 
     First, Peter reminds us that even though Christ died for our sins and His body suffered horrible humiliation.  Nevertheless, Jesus conquered death when His spirit entered His body on the 3rd day after His death.  Jesus conquered death by His resurrection!

     Second, what was the first thing Jesus did when His body came back to life again?  Here Peter teaches us about Christ’s descent into hades.  Simply put, the resurrected Jesus descended into the place where the spirits of unbelievers are kept until the resurrection on the Final Day of Judgment.  Those who lived and died rejecting God had to hear from Jesus that God was right and they were wrong.  They made their choice in this life and now they must suffer the eternal consequences of that choice.

     Third, Peter then mentions a specific group of unbelievers in hades who heard the resurrected Jesus.  This specific group of unbelievers were those who were alive during the days of Noah.  God used Noah to preach to them so that they could be saved.  In fact, God gave them 120 years to hear His Word before the Flood.  But they rejected God’s Word and died in their unbelief.

     However, not all were lost in those days.  Peter reminds us that 8 people who believed in God were saved.  Those 8 people were Noah, his wife, their 3 sons and their wives.  There were only 8 believers among all the people alive during the days of Noah.  Imagine how Noah and his family must have felt?  I’m sure they were mocked and persecuted by the majority of unbelievers.
     But that takes us to the fourth point.  Peter says that Noah and his family were saved through water.  The same water that killed the unbelievers, that same water raised up Noah and his family in the ark and they were saved by God’s grace.  You see, Noah and his family were not saved because they were better than the others who perished.  Noah and his family were sinners, too.  The difference was that Noah and his family confessed their sins and trusted in God as their Savior.  They were saved by faith in Christ.

     Now for the fifth point.  Peter says that the waters of the Flood were a picture of the waters of Baptism which God uses to save us.  Simply put, Baptism is one of the ways that God gives us the benefits of Jesus’ saving death and resurrection.  Just as the Flood was God’s work, so Baptism is also God’s work.  Peter stresses that Baptism is not like a bath that merely washes dirt from our body.  Instead, Baptism is used by God to wash us from sin and give us a clean conscience so that we can stand before God without fear.
     Simply put, Baptism is one of the ways that God connects us to Jesus’ death and resurrection and thereby saves us.  As Peter writes:  “It saves you by the resurrection of Jesus Christ.”  

     However, the “new birth” that God gives us in Holy Baptism must be kept alive through the hearing and reading of God’s Word.  If such nurture in God’s Word does not take place we risk growing weak in our faith and, worse yet, even losing our faith in Christ altogether.  That’s why Peter says what he does to us Christians who have been baptized.  In 1st Peter 2:2-3 Peter writes to us:  “Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation, now that you have tasted that the Lord is good.”
     Having said that, we now look at the last section of today’s reading – 1st Peter 4:1-11.  Peter writes:  “Therefore, since Christ suffered in his body, arm yourselves with the same attitude, because he who has suffered in his body is done with sin.”  

     What does Peter mean by these words?  Simply put, if you are growing and maturing in your salvation by your study of God’s Word; if you are focusing on Jesus’ saving work for you, God will thereby give you the desire to live according to His will -- even if that means suffering as a result.

     You see, if God’s love for you gives you the desire to do His will even if it means suffering, then the desires of your sinful nature will not so easily rule over you and the temptations of this wicked world will not so easily enslave you.

     Now, this doesn’t mean that you will never sin.  Instead, Peter is simply saying that if you focus on Jesus and His love for you, you will find that you will want to turn away from sin and live in a way that pleases your loving Father.

     Peter then stresses that some unbelievers might mock you because you don’t indulge in sin the same way they do.  But Peter says they will have to stand before God on the Final Day, and God will not be mocked.  

     However, God doesn’t want anyone to end up in hell.  God sent Jesus to the cross so that all would be saved.  That’s why Peter says that the Gospel has been preached to people throughout history so that they might be saved and have the hope of eternal life with God even though they might have to suffer in this world.
     Finally, Peter says:  “The end of all things in near.”  Simply put, ever since Jesus finished His work on the cross we Christians have been living in the end times.  Jesus could return in glory at any moment.  
     However, some people say:  “But we’ve been waiting for almost 2000 years for Jesus to return!  Why is He waiting so long?”  Peter answers that question in his 2nd book.  In 2nd Peter chapter 3 we read:  “With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day.  The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise,… He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.”

     Every day Jesus’ does not return is another day of grace; another chance for someone to hear His Word and be saved.  But we don’t know when Jesus will return, and so we should live as though He could return at anytime.  That’s why Peter says:  “…be clear minded and self-controlled so that you can pray.”  
     As we go about our lives – living, working, playing, resting and worshipping – we should keep our focus on Jesus and all He has done for us, and, by His grace, strive to live according to His will.  
     We should take time for daily prayer so that we might receive comfort and also have the strength to live as God’s people – people who believe that our sins are forgiven through Christ’s shed blood; people who look forward to the resurrection of the body and the life of the world to come.  Amen!
