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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)

We come to one of those New Testament passages on love, not as familiar I Corinthians 13, but just as helpful.  I would like simply to expound it verse by verse, applying it I go.
I am struck when I read it by the high opinion Peter has of Christians.  This is his starting point in verse 22:  “Now that you have purified yourselves by obeying the truth so that you have sincere love for your brothers…”

I hope this is your starting point when you look at brothers and sisters in Christ, too, or when you think of yourself, because it is the truth.  Embracing Christ through faith as your Lord and as your Savior marks the most magnificent and irreversible change in who you are.  Peter repeatedly this repeatedly.  It is as momentous and wonderful as birth itself.  

In this his voice joins the chorus of voices throughout the New Testament.  You have been born again, given a new heart, become a new creation.  There is nothing temporary about it, nothing superficial.  There is no ambiguity.   You have been given a new identity.
This change is wrought by God himself.  It is the effect of his spirit dwelling in you.  Peter here stresses two related results in verse 22.  First in your coming to Christ and Christ’s coming to you, you have purified yourselves.  Your innermost being is no longer a place of rebellion against God’s laws and commands.  It is no longer a stronghold of pride and self-righteousness.  These and a hundred other barriers have been torn down, the obstacles removed.  You in your innermost being have become a temple.  The Lord God Almighty dwells in you. 
From this the second effect follows.  A river of life is welling up from the deepest part of you, and its first life-giving evidence is what Peter calls sincere love for your brothers.  
Though Peter does not say this explicitly, because he uses the Greek term that literally means love for your brothers is felt as an attraction between Christians.  It involves a profound recognition that goes beyond beliefs held in common.  The attraction is grounded in the Spirit’s presence in each.  One day the Holy Spirit will bring all things under Christ in full conformity to his will and nature.  Wherever he dwells now, or in whomever, he makes the unity and harmony of that future peace possible. 
So he says, now that you have sincere love, “love one another deeply from the heart.”  Deeply.  This is the term Luke used to describe how Jesus prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane as he began to sweat blood.  (Luke 22:44)  
Deeply, the term literally means “stretched” or “strained”.  The New English Bible translates this “until you feel sincere affection for each other.”  

The point is that this ability to love sincerely, is strength we are to use.  It is muscle we are to exercise.  We are to stretch ourselves to love, to strain at loving.  We can do something others cannot do or, among Christians, may not do.  But their obedience is not the issue for you.  Your obedience is the issue for you. 
There is nothing passive about the power to love as God loves, and he has given that ability to you.

Peter now presses his point.  The change that has come to you is of God, and not the result of anything earthly or human.  Verse 23:  “For you have been born again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the living and enduring word of God.”

Do you remember a few weeks ago all those maple seeds that were twirling down and clogging your gutters.  You know what happens when they land on the ground and germinate?  You get a maple tree.

When you plant an acorn, the seed of an oak, you get an oak tree.  If you plant a willow seed, you get a will tree, or if a redwood seed, a redwood tree.

Peter’s point is the change that is wrought in the Christian is a new beginning, the beginning of a new life.  If you want to know what the shoot really is, you need only recall the seed that produced it.
The seed that produced faith in Christ and obedience to the truth is not a perishable seed.  It is imperishable by nature.  As is the seed, so is the life it produces.  

In his grace God has planted the seed of a redwood in you not a willow.  It is eternal in nature, not temporal.  It will not die because it cannot die.  Neither can the life you now have because of Christ.  

Why would Peter want to make this point?  His quote from Isaiah 40: 6-8 gives the explanation.  Verse 24 begins, “For, ‘All men are like grass, and all their glory is like the flowers of the field; the grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of the lord stands forever.’  And this is the word that was preached to you.” 
Peter is contrasting the mortal frailty of human nature and its capabilities with the unchanging, eternal nature of God’s Word and its capabilities.  

It is very easy for us to say, “I cannot love the way God calls me to love.  I’m only human,” which is to say, “I am weak”.  It is easy to impose limits, to be selective, to let our humanity serve as the excuse for our neglect in what is most fundamental to the Christian life.  

Peter is stressing on the contrary, that stretching and straining oneself to do good to others is not a matter of relying on human ability but of taking advantage of God’s enabling power.  It is not a matter of creating strength but using the strength God has given us.

The only way you know how much strength you have is if you use it.  The only way you can know how much you can lift is if you are committed to lifting as much as you can.  It is the most natural thing in the world not to push ourselves to love or lift, to seek comfort first.  But when we do strain and stretch to love, Peter is saying you will have remarkable strength you did not know you had because it is of God.
Not only are you and I called to act based on what we know, but based on the power we have.  So, then, from this instruction, two exhortations follow.
“Therefore,” he writes in chapter 2, verse 1, “rid yourselves of all malice and all deceit, hypocrisy, envy and slander of every kind.”

I want you to notice especially Peter’s focus.  His concern in addressing Christians is not that they avoid the horrible crimes of pagan life, but the insidious sins that keep us from loving the way he tells us to love.  

These are sins that poison relationships and destroy community.  The intention of each one – malice, deceit, hypocrisy, envy, slander – is to harm another.  But love’s intention, which is the purpose of God in you, is to do good to another.
Peter literally writes, “Put off” these things.  What is it we put off?  Why, things we have put on, or that cling to us, that stick to us, that are not really a part of us, that are on the outside of us.  

But his premise remains, on the inside, we are different.  We are God’s dwelling place.  We have been cleansed.  We have the power to love.  
You may walk out of church this morning and find that a June bug landed on your collar, but that does not make you an insect.  You may walk through weeds this afternoon and get a cocklebur on your sock, but that does not make you a plant.  You may get ketchup on your shirt when you eat you dinner this afternoon, but that will not make you a tomato.

Peter writes as he does not to minimize these sins but to encourage us.  Because these sins no longer have a part of our identity, they are to play no role in our lives.  Here again are the five.
Malice is ill will so that we refuse to do good to another.  We won’t even consider it.  Ill will is the feeling you have when you see someone but pretend you don’t because you wish they didn’t exist.
The term for deceit literally means to catch with bait.  When we lie or mislead someone to our advantage and their disadvantage, we deceive.  Silence can be as deceitful as words.

Hypocrisy is insincerity, the masking of inward malice by an outward show of righteousness.
Envy is resentment of others for their success – money, popularity, authority, fame, status.  
All slander means is to speak against someone, to run someone down behind his back, to harm another’s reputation when they do not even know to defend themselves.  I say “all slander means is” because we associate slander with lying about someone.  There are a thousand ways to harm someone’s reputation without telling a lie.

What is so significant to me about each of these things we are to put off is that the Gospels make it clear that it was this very cluster of sins – malice, deception, hypocrisy, envy, and slander – that led to Jesus’ crucifixion.  

By these things Jesus was resisted, opposed and ultimately nailed to a cross.  For Christians to practice these same sins toward each other, as part of his body, is to resist and oppose Christ as well.  He regards our harming them as harming him.
As this first exhortation in essence is to keep the pathway of our lives clear of the debris that serve as obstacles to love, Peter gives a second exhortation to fuel our desire and resolve to love, in chapter 2:2.

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.

Pure, spiritual milk refers to God’s Word.  This term for pure literally means without deceit, the deceit of verse 1.  The point is if you take what is pure and uncorrupted into your mind and heart, it will serve to keep you pure and corrupted.  If you feed on what produced eternal life in you in the first place, you will grow and mature in that life.

So like babies who must be fed frequently and protest loudly when they are not, we too are to long for what sustains our life and grows us up in Christ.  It has everything we need, and nothing that could harm us.  We will be hearing more about this.
“Now that you have purified yourselves by obeying the truth so that you have sincere love for your brothers, love one another deeply, from the heart.”  A good word for every moment of our lives, and especially this morning as we proceed to a most important congregational meeting and an historic decision.
If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing. (I Corinthians 13:1-3)
 Amen. 
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