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The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

“Therefore, since Christ suffered in his body, arm yourselves also with the same attitude…”
Given what Peter has already confirmed that most Christians are not going to suffer for doing good, is this really necessary for all of us to take to heart?  And how do you arm yourself?

There is a great cost to following Christ, and this text is a vivid reminder, and striking commentary on Jesus’ own words.  After underscoring the necessity of his own suffering, Jesus said, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.”  (Luke 9:23)

When I hear an order like, “Arm yourselves,” I think in terms of defending oneself from harm and from suffering.  Here Peter cannot have that in mind.  He clearly is not saying, “Arm yourselves so you do not suffer for righteousness’ sake.”
He is saying “arm yourselves” so you are ready and prepared to suffer.  Arm yourselves so you can defend against whatever would keep you from accepting suffering, from being willing to suffer.

Because, to borrow a phrase from Lincoln’s “Gettysburg Address”, if you are not prepared to give the last full measure of devotion, you won’t be prepare to live for Christ at all.  
With every real challenge to grow, to serve, to give, to sacrifice, there will be hesitation, the inclination will not be to say yes but to ask, “Is Christ asking too much of me?”  I’ve given Christ this much of my life, now he asks for more.  I don’t know.  This may be out of bounds.  I’ll have to think about it.  

(Light illustration:  Inconvenient WNL, Don’t like ‘em, Too much $$$,  )
In truth you know what Christ demands before you can follow him.  The rich young ruler found out:  Everything.  Just as after calling his disciples to take up their cross daily and follow him, he added, “For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will save it.”

Jesus didn’t say, “Faith and Forgiveness are 100 level courses, obedience a 200 level, sacrifice a 400 level, and persecution is for grad school.
From the beginning Jesus taught take up your cross daily.  We spiritualize the meaning of taking up our cross daily to speak of putting to death the old man, the desires and deeds of sinfulness, rather than being prepared and willing to suffer for Christ.

The truth is in New Testament perspective, this is putting the cart before the horse.  If you knew the Lord was going to call on you to die for him, that this would be the end and fulfillment of your life, and that this calling could come at any time, you would live with moral clarity and insight sharpened by that realization.

You wouldn’t have to spend time convincing yourself life isn’t about you and what you want or when you want it.  Life for a human being isn’t about self at all, it is about knowing and loving and serving and honoring God.  

If you knew God created you to honor him to the point of suffering and dying for him, your life would be charged by the insight and understanding you were also created to live for him, and no sacrifice would out of line.

This, I believe, was the effect Peter intended by his words.  Listen to these first two verses again:  “Therefore, since Christ suffered in his body, arm yourselves also with the same attitude, because he who has suffered in his body is done with sin.  As a result, he does not live the rest of his earthly life for evil human desires, but rather for the will of God.”

Now hear again these two verses as Eugene Petersen paraphrased them.  I think the rendering is excellent.
Since Jesus went through everything you're going through and more, learn to think like him. Think of your sufferings as a weaning from that old sinful habit of always expecting to get your own way. Then you'll be able to live out your days free to pursue what God wants instead of being tyrannized by what you want. 

Think like Jesus himself thought.  Approach suffering and death with the insight Christ himself possessed as he approached suffering and death, and all the other challenges of life.  
What was that insight?  It really is better to suffer for doing right if it is God’s will, than not to suffer, or than suffering for doing wrong.  That how Peter put it in 3:17.   For proof he appealed to Jesus’ example:  “for Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God.”

To put it very simply, until we are prepared to die for Christ, as Christ was prepared to die for us, we are not prepared to live for him.  
If we do not count Christ worthy of our blood, we are not prepared to make a break with sin.  We really aren’t, and we really haven’t.  I use the term “sin” as Peter used it, not in Paul’s sense of sinful nature, but in the more specific sense of sins as Peter made clear in verse 3. 

Now, let’s shift gears and take on the immediate challenge of this text.  The whole purpose of I Peter was to prepare Christians to suffer for their faith, to get them ready to face persecution greater than anything the church had suffered.
I think to take the lesson of this text to heart, for it to have real impact on you, you must see that it really is for you.
Peter has already shown us in chapter 3:13-14 that suffering for doing good is unlikely, but God does call some to it, and when he does there may be now warning, and the Lord isn’t going to consult with you first.

If he calls you to suffer, you will either be ready or not, you will either be willing or not.  Whether you are ready and willing will not be dependent on your condition at that moment.  It will dependent whether you have armed yourself, and experienced the life and fellowship with Christ that results from that.

Not everyone will suffer, but everyone must be equipped.  Recently I spoke with a vet who returned from the Middle East.  He reminded me that while it is true that 90% of deployed forces may never see combat, all must be trained and prepared.  Because you never know which 10% will be sent out next, or who is about to be ambushed.  

The war we are in is not a conventional war, it is an insurgency, so there are few battle lines.  Part of the enemy’s strategy is to find weak spots vulnerable to attack, where ambush is unexpected. 

In I Peter 5:8, the apostle will write:  “Be sober, be vigilant, because your adversary, the devil walks about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour.”  He is just looking for an opportunity, too.  

Animal Planet is a fine program, but I hate any episode with the word Africa in the title because I know what’s coming.  A cameraman with a stone cold heart is going to pan from a heard of healthy impalas to a stray impala who has wandered off.  He will film him skipping, swishing his tail and looking adorable.  He will film him smelling a flower, then looking straight into the camera mouthing the words, “I love you.”  

That’s when I start yelling at the TV, “Run little impala!  Run cute creature.  A lion is coming!  This is where the lion always comes in.  You’re about to be eaten.  Break the circle of life.  The circle of life is bad.”
No place is safe from the evil one and his schemes to darken your witness.  No place is safe from intimidation.  Those who are least prepared are most vulnerable.  The only way to live is armed with the insight and understanding Jesus himself had, and that Peter himself had embraced.
He had seen the look in Jesus’ eyes when from fear, he denied him three times.  He knew there were things that were worse than suffering for Christ.  
Armed with a sword Peter had used it to try and protect Jesus from the cross.  Jesus had rebuked him:  "Put your sword away! Shall I not drink the cup the Father has given me?"  (John 18:10-11) He knew it better to suffer for doing good if it is God’s will than for doing evil.  
Even after Jesus rose, Peter began misleading them back into life as normal, to the life they had lived before.  Whatever change Jesus’ death and resurrection had made, it had yet to make a life altering impression on Peter.  That is the significance of John’s record of Peter taking the disciples fishing.  

Jesus appeared to his disciples on the beach, and rebuked Peter, “I tell you the truth, when you were younger you dressed yourself and went where you wanted; but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go."  Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter would glorify God. Then he said to him, "Follow me!" (John 21:18-19)
Peter knew it is better to suffer for doing good if it is God’s will than to suffer nothing as if Christ really doesn’t matter that much.  He armed himself to think like Christ.
In the gospels again and again people heard Jesus’ call, physically, to follow him.  Since his ascension, the call to follow Christ just as seriously in the apostles’ teaching to imitate him, or follow his example.

While we prefer to think of imitating Christ in terms of loving as he loved, or praying as he prayed, or obeying as he obeyed, it includes being prepared to suffer as he suffered and die also for the sake of righteousness.

Taking Peter’s admonition to heart not only will affect how you face death, but how you face life.  It not only will shape the way you suffer when you have no choice, but the whether you sacrifice when you do.
“Therefore, since Christ suffered in his body, arm yourselves also with the same attitude because he who has suffered in his body is done with sin.  As a result, he does not life the rest of his earthly life for evil human desires, but rather for the will of God.”
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