Living in the world

1 Peter 2:4-12
Introduction
What does “living in the world” mean to you?  At a very basic level you simply keep breathing in and out!!  

The Bible has a number of different meanings in Greek for the one word “world” that we use.

· The world of humanity.  Matthew 24:14.
· An age – it has the sense of a long duration and is often translated as “life”.  Matthew 13:22; Romans 12:2
· The universe.  Acts 17:24
· The earth and/or its inhabitants.  John 1:9
· The scene of human activity – where man pursues riches and pleasures or suffers hardship and grief.  2 Corinthians 7:10.
· The world at enmity with God.  James 1:27; 4:4; 2 Peter 1:4; 2:20.
· The world Christ came to save. John 3:16.

“Living in the world” for us here at St. Mark’s today can and does mean all these translations.

“Living in the world” only becomes an issue because of what we have become through Christ, Christians!  This is a good place to start!

Who are we?

So much of my early life as a Christian was spent trying to “live in the” world without fully appreciating exactly who I was.  I tried my hardest to do all the things my Pastor and church leaders exalted me to do.  I stopped being friends with the people “of the world” and friendships were almost exclusively with the church members.  I would not work or play sport on a Sunday and gave up alcohol.  I would only read “Christian” books and listen to “Christian” music.  I would tell others about Christ which would mean engineering opportunities with my family and badgering them unmercifully with the message that unless they accepted Christ they would be lost for eternity.  I would give my testimony on the street corner and even in Hyde Park then we would run back to the church and recover in the safe knowledge that we had “done God’s will”!
To my surprise these were all pretty ineffective but at least I wasn’t being tainted by the world.

A lovely lady I knew at the time plucked up courage to purchase a television because the truly spiritual didn’t have televisions.  When it arrived at the house and was put in her front room she noticed written on the box the slogan, “The world in your living world.”  She promptly had the men take it back to the shop.

It wasn’t until I began to realise who I was as a Christian that I began to relax and start to “live in the world” in a more relaxed and natural way.  To my delight Alun, my brother, was confirmed in the Anglican Communion, before me actually, my Mum just before she died asked me to pray with her and my Dad constantly opens up conversations about Christianity.
Where does it start?  LOVE, God’s unending love for the people he created, US!

1 John 4:16 “And so we know and rely on the love God has for us.  God is love. Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in them”. 
If we can grasp the depth of his love for us we will begin to live as the people of God and Peter points out some amazing aspects of who we are.

Living stones, verse 5.  The Living stone makes us living stones that is we have within us the nature of God and we are being built into a spiritual house where God himself will dwell.

Holy and royal priesthood, verses 5 and 9.  We no longer need a priesthood to mediate between us and God as we have direct access to him.  We share in Christ’s ministry and are called to mediate God’s love to those around us.  Not only are we holy in terms of being set apart for this ministry we are called to reign with Christ here and now.  We are no longer insignificant we are a people called to live according to our status.
A chosen people, verse 9.  God has chosen us – let that sink in!  Each one of us here has been chosen by God, the creator of this universe.  You weren’t chosen because you are gifted, intelligent, powerful, rich etc but because of his great love for you.

A holy nation, verse 9.  We are consecrated to God that is he has made the change in us through Christ so that we can be the people he wants us to be.  This is not maybe/perhaps/sometime in the future but this is now, this is what each one of us is now.  All we have to do it is believe it and live like we believe it.
God’s special possession, verse 9.  This is something quite special because we are special to God as the New Living Translation puts it, “God’s very own possession”.   I look after Jack my grandson every Friday and I often look at him and think this is my grandson and he’s so special to me and there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for him.  Isn’t that how we all feel about someone special to us, well that’s how God feels about us.

The people of God, verse 10.  I like the way the New Living Translation writes it, “Once you had no identity as a people; now you are God’s people.”  

So there you have it, take time to ponder it and believe it.  How about reading verses 4, 5, 9 and 10 through every day this week and see if it doesn’t change the way you feel about yourself!
As Stibbs in his commentary on 1 Peter says, “So it is the company of erstwhile outsiders with no status and deserving judgement as sinners who, because of God’s mercy towards them in Christ, and because they have come to Him, and believed in Him, are told that they now constitute a community characterized by election, royalty, priesthood, holiness and privileged relation to God as His special people.”

Living in the world

The Bible is clear that we are expected to live in this world in a distinctive manner.  To live distinctively becomes all the more possible when we realise how distinctive we are!

Peter hones in on two aspects of our lives that are necessary if we are to live this distinctive lifestyle.

Community
Verse 5 talks about community.  We are being built into a spiritual house that is us, the people, are the church.  Not the building but the people and as we live in community as this special group of people so we will be able to live in the world.
1 John 4:11-12 Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another.  No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us. 
As we build community based on mutual love and respect so we will be able to live in this world more effectively.  This doesn’t mean we all agree on everything or never have disagreements it is how we handle these in a loving and respectful manner.

Good lives characterised by good deeds

Verses 11 and 12 make it clear that we are to live in such a way that our lives commend the gospel to the communities we are a part of.

As Barclay states, “Every Christian is an advertisement for Christ,”

In Peter’s day the church was being accused of both immoral and criminal actions.

·  Cannibalism because of the Eucharist.
· Immorality and even incest as they interpreted the Christian community’s Agape (love) meals as sexual orgies.

· Damaging trade, see Acts 19:23-41 when Demetrius a silversmith complained that Paul was damaging his trade in making idols.

· Breakdown of family life as families would often disown a member if they became a Christian.

· Turning slaves against their masters due to their radical view on the value of all human life.

· Disloyalty to Caesar as they refused to bow down to his image and accept him as a god.

Peter’s answer to these charges was that Christians should lead lives that showed these in their true light and it is clearly the good deeds that win people when God visits the unbeliever to bring them to repentance.

This won’t always be easy for there will be times we will have to stand up for what is right which may well alienate us but given our status in God this should give us both the humility and boldness to do so.  Of course we will fail but forgiveness is ours and we get on with living the distinctive lifestyle God requires of us.

Many will be saying what about the bit about telling people about Jesus for as Catherine said in her last sermon, “It is all about Jesus”?  Peter makes no mention of this but the Bible is clear that we always need to be ready to give a reason for our faith, 
1 Peter 3:15-16 “But in your hearts revere 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, keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behavior in Christ may be ashamed of their slander.”

I believe that we need to always be prepared to give the reason for our faith whenever the opportunity arises.

We don’t have to know all the answers or have proof texts we need to be honest about what God has done for us and what he means to us.

Being prepared is the answer which reminds me of the story of the Jehovah Witness who knocked at an old lady’s door and asked if he could talk to her.  She invited him in and made him a cup of tea and brought him some biscuits.  When she finally sat down she asked him what he wanted to talk about to which he replied, “I don’t know I’ve never got this far before.”

It’s difficult to know what to do if you’re relying on set answers to set questions simply be honest about your relationship with God.

Remember though our talk is based on the way we live!
Food for thought
It seems to me that Jesus advocated a life that was radically different to the norm of his society and indeed as the early church endeavoured to do this so they got into hot water.  It also seems to me that he rarely condemned but more readily asked thought provoking questions.
Some of the issues he dealt with were such as, “Who is your neighbour”, “Living humble and selfless lives”, “Honesty in the workplace” (tax collectors) amongst others.

What are the issues today?  Materialism, the pursuit of stuff to the detriment of the marginalized in our world, individualism as opposed to corporate responsibility and others no doubt.  The question is how do we as individuals and as a community live to demonstrate a better way of living, a way inspired by Christ?
Questions

1. How central to your life is God’s love for you?  Is it something that you know on a theological level or one that motivates your life as a Christian?

2. Read verses 5 and 9 and think about what they say about you as a Christian.  Does this make a difference to you with regard to the way you view yourself?
3. What is your view of St. Mark’s as a community?  What are its strengths and are there any areas we could improve on?

4. Is the idea of doing good deeds daunting?  Do they have to be big actions and ideas or is it the everyday little things that make a difference to you?

5. What would you say to someone about your faith if the situation arose?

6. Can you think of any issues today where the church could demonstrate other values by the way we live and the things we do? 
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