“Do You Fear What They Fear?”

I Peter 3:8-18

July 1, 2007

Rev. Curtis J. Young


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)

I don’t have to tell you that fear is common to us all, not only fear of what is, but often fear of what might be.  But then doesn’t.  
Mark Twain’s famous quote is a good reality therapy:  “I am an old man, and have known a great many troubles.  Most of them didn’t happen.”

We humans have all kinds of weapons in our arsenal to help us deal with the fears we have.  Officially they are supposed to ward off evil, but really they simply help us reassure ourselves.  

Depending where you are in the world, people wear charms around their necks, erect totem poles in their yards, or display the evil eye at the entrance of their homes and businesses.  They repeat words and act out rituals.  
Think of something as inane as knocking on wood to ward off evil from taking from us whatever good thing that we just talked about that has or may happen.  
In America just saying, “Knock on wood” is enough.  In Switzerland you must actually knock on wood.  In Poland it must be unpainted wood.  In Sweden, you must say, “Pepper, Pepper” before knocking on wood.  In Italy, it must be metal.  

Where there is evil, there is fear.  That means fear is everywhere.  It’s a constant.  It’s part of the noise of our lives.  We are so used to it and the routines we use to deal with it that we may not even be aware of it and how fear shapes our lives.
Aside from superstitions, there is whole other set of ways to deal with our fears of what might happen.  We sin.  Typically we blame sinful desires for the sins we commit.  I have come to suspect that fear is the trigger for many of our sins of commission and omission, for sins that occur without any thought or after much thought.

Greed can make you steal, but so can fear.

Pride can make you lie, but so can fear.

Selfishness can make you abort a child, but so can fear.

Hate can make you lash out, but so can fear.

Lust can lead you into sexual sin, but so can fear.

Hypocrisy can destroy your testimony for Christ, but so can fear.

Fear can trigger the worst sins, we tend to treat the explanation, “I was afraid,” with a sympathy, even as a justification.  We give ourselves a pass.  “I don’t talk about my faith with my associates because something bad could happen.”   

This kind of fear is no ally.  It doesn’t warrant our sympathy.  This kind of fear drives the people you care about to surrender to evil rather than protecting them from it.  It leads to compromises they would not otherwise have made.  Allowing ourselves to be controlled by a fear of what might happen or could happen is, to put the most positive spin on it, an alternative to faith.  It is an alternative to trusting God and what he has told us about himself and in particular about his Son:
· He promises to hear our prayers and protect us.  This is what the first part of verse 12 is about:  “For the eyes of the Lord are on the righteous and his ears are attentive to their prayer…”

· He promises to oppose, confound and judge those who would do evil to us.  This is what second part of verse 12 is about: “but the face of the Lord is against those who do evil.”

· Though people are capable of diabolical evil, the Lord places natural restraints in men such as respect and appreciation for the good others do.  We call this common grace.  This is what verse 13 is about:  “Who is going to harm you if you are eager to do good?”
· If he calls you to suffer for his name, the blessings to you will far outweigh the costs, whether in the abundant provision of his Spirit now, or in the joy multiplied to you throughout eternity.  This is what verse 14 is about:  “But even if you should suffer for what is right, you are blessed.”

· Finally, God calls you to sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts.  That is not, sanctify him as the Lord of your hearts, but sanctify him as Lord.  That is, recognize, realize, rejoice that Christ – your Messiah, Redeemer, Savior – is Lord – the sovereign almighty authority and ruler over everything that happens but in everything that happens.  
Where the world is controlled by fear, God calls us to be guided by faith.  But Peter is saying more, far more.  Where the world would control you by fear of things the world itself fears because the world does not know God, God calls you to be guided by faith.

In verses 14 and 15 of our text, Peter paraphrases Isaiah 8: 12-13:  “ ‘Do not fear what they fear; do not be frightened.’  But sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts.”  Ignore the quotation marks in verse 14, because they may mislead you to think reference from Isaiah ends there.  It does not.

Both the end of verse 14 and beginning of verse 15 are adapted from Isaiah 8:  “Do not fear what they fear; do not be frightened, but sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts.”   It is the contrast that matters, the contrast that Peter is drawing our attention to.

Earlier I said that putting the most positive spin on it, allowing ourselves to be controlled by a fear of what might happen or could happen is an alternative to faith.  Peter shows us what is really at stake.  We are talking about the difference between faithfulness and idolatry, between recognizing Christ as Lord or something else.
The confirmation of this intent is in the original quote from Isaiah:  The Lord spoke to me with his strong hand upon me, warning me not to follow the way of this people. He said:  "Do not call conspiracy everything that these people call conspiracy [f] ; do not fear what they fear, and do not dread it. The Lord Almighty is the one you are to regard as holy, he is the one you are to fear, he is the one you are to dread, and he will be a sanctuary; but for both houses of Israel he will be a stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall. 

This is one of the great messianic prophecies of Isaiah.  It anticipates Christ’s rejection by Israel.  He is the rock of stumbling for those who did not belief, and yet as Peter earlier wrote, the chief cornerstone of God’s people.

Peter has faithfully adapted Isaiah’s words and applied them directly to Christ.  He is telling us to set Christ above and apart from all human adversaries and spiritual opposition.  Don’t exalt them as Lord through fear.  Rather, exalt Christ as Lord through faith.  Cultivate your worship and confidence in him, because this is reality.  It is the truth.  

As you live in light of truth, as you turn from evil and do good, as you seek peace and pursue it, rather than being thrown off course by fear, you will find him faithful as your savior, your refuge, your sanctuary.

As you live in the light of this truth, as you speak freely and honestly about Christ, as you live humbly and respectfully before others, you will experience what God has promised.  As Proverbs 6: 7 puts it:  “When a man's ways are pleasing to the Lord, he makes even his enemies to be at peace with him.”  What is there to fear?

Now let’s apply this to our lives.  What Peter is doing is grounding us in the Gospel.  He is showing us the difference the Gospel makes.
Our faith does not call us first and foremost to go do something for Christ.  It calls us first and always trust Christ, to rejoice in who he is and how he keeps each and every promise he has made.  

Our faith does not call us to rely on our power but to trust in Christ for his power.  

Our faith is not about cramming our heads full of facts until we have memorized the best answer to every question before we venture out of our enclaves to live and speak as Christians.  This is a standard you cannot achieve; it is not what makes a Christian effective.
Our faith is not about analyzing our culture until we presume to know what “people” think and how “people” respond.  This also is a standard you cannot achieve.  It also will not make you effective.
These so easily become excuses for disobedience.

What makes a Christian faithful is what makes him or her effective.  What makes a Christian faithful is cultivating the highest view of Christ, sanctifying Christ as Lord in your hearts.

It is by cultivating always your love and knowledge of Christ that you are prepared always to give an answer to anyone who asks you to give a reason for the hope you have – and prepared also to deal with other challenges as a Christian.

Sometimes Christians know they are weak, and they feel weak in their faith.  Paul wrote of how he labored according to God’s energy that was mightily at work in him, and they know that does not describe them.

The heart of our faith, the fountain of our life, the source of our strength consists of knowing Christ.  “I want to know Christ,” Paul wrote.  Eugene Peterson translates Paul in Philippians 3:8:  “Compared to the high privilege of knowing Christ Jesus as my Master, firsthand, everything I once thought I had going for me is insignificant.”

For this he not only was willing to suffer, he expected to suffer, and it didn’t bother him.  The more he worshipped and loved Christ in his surpassing greatness, the less gave a fig about the fears that paralyze others, that leave them in a straightjacket.
The same is true of you and me.  The more you wrap your heart around Christ as the Lord in surpassing greatness, the less you will give a fig about the fears that once paralyzed you.

Think with me.  What is the theme of Peter’s letter?  Why did he write these verses?  Back in 2:9 he wrote, “But you (Hear that contrast?) are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for God’s own possession, that you may declare the excellencies of him who called you out of the darkness into his marvelous light.”
Evil is part of the darkness.  But brothers and sisters, so his fear of what might happen, or could happen if I am faithful.  Fear is part of the darkness.  It is part of believing God does not hear your prayers, will not provide for you, does not confound evil doers, does not restrain people from the evil they are capable of doing, does not actually call some godly people to suffer and bless them when they do.  (Apostles like Paul and Peter were freaks!)

But this is not who you are.  You are not of the darkness, and the darkness is no longer in you.  Christ has calls you into his wonderful light.  Sanctify him as Lord in your hearts.  Do not fear what they fear.
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