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We are at the graduation time of year.  So the question, “What are you going to do, now?” is one that asked of many graduates.  And it is also a question asked of many of the parents of graduates, “What is your son or your daughter going to do?”  And most parents answer that question in the same way, “I really don’t care what he or she does as long as she is happy.”  
Tony Campolo says that is a terrible answer.  He says that we should say, “I don’t care what he or she does as long as he or she is faithful!”  


If you want a one sentence summation of the book of 1 Peter, that is it.  Peter says, “I don’t care what you do as long as you are faithful!”  He spends the first chapter and a half passionately calling us to faith in Jesus Christ.  He says, “When you make Jesus the absolute cornerstone of your life, the very center of your identity, the relationship more important than any other relationship you have – you will experience rebirth, new life – EVERYTHING will be different for you.”  


But from the second half of the second chapter through the very end of the book, he warns that if we make that choice we will suffer.  We are not choosing to be happy.  We are choosing to be faithful.  And there is a difference.  


He immediately gives us some very hard cases.  He gives us the case of a slave who has a harsh and evil master.  



READ 1 Peter 2: 18-25

What should the slave do?  Give in? Revolt?  Run away?  


He says the slave is to be submissive and bear up under the pain of unjust punishment.  But he isn’t simply saying that a slave is to recognize “that’s the way things are and you just have to take it.”  Rather, he is asking the slave to recognize that God uses suffering as a way of redeeming the world.  


He tells them to remember that Jesus is the ultimate example of a person beaten and tortured unjustly.  He reminds us that Jesus did not retaliate.  Jesus trusted that if he accepted the unjust and evil torture, God would be able to redeem that suffering into something else.  And so Peter says, “When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead he entrusted himself to him who judges justly.  He himself bore our sins in his body on the cross, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; ‘by his wounds you have been healed…’”  It isn’t that Jesus just gave in and gave up.  He trusted that God could redeem even the worst crime in history into the very thing which would offer the gift of salvation to all people.  
Simone Weil said it best, "The extreme greatness of Christianity lies in the fact that it does not seek a supernatural remedy for suffering, but a supernatural use for it."  We aren’t called to be happy, we are called to be faithful – but we are promised our faith counts for something. If God could redeem what happened at the cross, God can also redeem a crime as evil as enslaving another human being.  

Slaves who have evil masters – through their suffering – can be a vehicle for redemption and salvation for their masters, their master’s family and even their own friends and family.  Throughout history, when people are enslaved or oppressed and violently move to overthrow their oppressors, it spawns more violence, more ugliness, more hatred.  When they resist the violence, but resist it with love and calls for true justice, true peace – using the Spirit of Christ within them – God can redeem an entire culture.  From the Civil Rights Era in this culture to the end of apartheid in South Africa it is when an enslaved or oppressed people finds a way to love and forgive their oppressors that the culture is truly changed.  When we resist evil with good, God can work a miracle of redemption.  
Peter moves on to marriage – What if you are trapped in a marriage where you are a Christian and your spouse is not?  What if the spouse is harsh or rude to you and you are unhappy in your marriage?

READ 1 Peter 3: 1-6

 Peter says to submit to their husbands “in the same way” that slaves are to submit to their masters.  Not because it is right.  Not because God wants it that way, but because faithfulness to Christ is more important than their comfort or happiness.  He is writing to wives whose husbands are not Christians.  He says that their husbands may be won over “without words by the behavior of their wives.”  He is saying that sometimes we choose to suffer in an unjust system in order to ultimately – with the help of God – redeem the system.  This is not about a hierarchy of marriage.  It is, “in the same way” as a slave with a harsh master – an example of a Christian in an inferior position not standing on his or her rights, but following the example of Christ and choosing to suffer because he or she knows that God is in the redemption business and God uses suffering for redemption.  

I’ve seen it happen.  I’ve had many women (and it usually is women) who pray for their husbands for years.  They know they can’t nag him about coming to church or about faith.  So, just as Peter commands they, “without words” are simply faithful to the church and to Christ.  When the time is right their husbands realize that their wives have something they don’t and a brand new life of faith is born.  

It is important to ask here, is he saying that slaves or mistreated wives should just “grin and bear it?”  Absolutely not.  This is about choosing discomfort in the hope of redemption.  It is not about being victimized.  I find great wisdom in Paul’s admonition that we are to “Insofar as it depends upon you, live peaceably with all.”  Romans 12:18.  There may come a time when you need to walk away from a relationship.  I would gladly help a slave escape from a slaveholder.  I would advise a battered woman to leave her husband.  But the way they do those things matters.  We simply cannot seek revenge.  To pour more hatred or violence into a hate-filled and violent system does not make it better.  To stay in a hate-filled or violent system may not make it better either.  But what is important is that we work in ways that are ultimately redemptive – and means trusting God more than we trust our desires for revenge or to see someone get what is coming to them.


Peter, however, isn’t through with us yet.  He now turns to a Christian husband of a Christian wife.  What does that relationship look like:

READ 1 Peter 3:7

He tells him, “husbands, in the same way…”  The same way refers to the slaves with cruel masters and wives with husbands who are not Christian.  “Husbands, in the same way, be considerate as you live with your wives and treat them with respect as the weaker vessel and a co-heir with you of the gracious gift of life…”  Is he saying that women are weaker than men and must, therefore be treated differently.  Perhaps that is what he has in mind, but that doesn’t really fit the context.  He has just given us two examples of people who are in positions of authority over others and abuse that authority.  In that culture, slavery was legal and accepted.  Men had power and rights that women didn’t have.  He tells Christians who find themselves in the subordinate position, to find ways to be redemptive through their suffering rather than resorting to “fighting fire with fire.”  


Now he talks about when a Christian is in the superior position.  A husband in that day and age owned his wife, for all intents and purposes.  Women did not have power in that culture.  In that sense they were the weaker gender.  But Peter says treat them with respect – it is the same word he says we are to use toward Jesus.  It is “phobos” from where we get our word, “phobia”  It literally means “fear” but in these instances it means a deep sense of respect and perhaps even awe.  What he is saying is that just as when we find ourselves in the subordinate position as Christians we are not to “stand on our rights” at all costs as if our happiness is all that matters, but rather be gentle and respectful so that God can work the miracle of redemption – in the case when we find ourselves in the superior or more powerful position, we again do not stand on our rights and demand that we be treated with great honor.  Instead we treat those culture would put “beneath” us with great honor and respect.  He says that Christian husbands and wives are “co-heirs of the gracious gift of life.”  This is an earth-shattering clause.  Women could not inherit ANYTHING in that day.  They had to hope for a male relative to inherit their dead husband’s possessions and then graciously allow her the use of them.  But here Peter says that husband and wife can be co-heirs of the gracious gift of life.  Co-heirs, equal partners…Peter is giving us “a still more excellent way” as a model for marriage.  Not hierarchical.  Not one submitting to the other because they have to, but both working for the interests of the other and discovering a divine partnership in the process.  
I think of that Biblical couple we meet in Acts and in the letters of Paul – Priscilla and Aquila.  They are always mentioned together.  They are co-ministers of the Gospel with Paul.  Very significantly, the woman – Priscilla – always precedes Aquila when they are named.  This is a strong hint that Aquila did not treat her as beneath him – she was his equal.  We don’t know how this happened.  Did Priscilla become a Christian first and by sticking with Aquila allow God to work a miracle of redemption in his life?  What is clear is that they are a model of how God works beyond the limits and expectations of culture in order to redeem and use people in powerful ways.  


In his Letter from a Birmingham jail, Martin Luther King, Jr. said that he was charting a course between the forces of “do nothing complacency” and militant violent rebellion.  He said he was following the more excellent way of love.  When we choose to be faithful even if it means suffering for the sake of redemption, we are choosing the more excellent way.  
Peter says,




READ 1 Peter 3:8-18


There is our ethic – whether we find ourselves in an unhappy situation where we are in the inferior position or if we find ourselves in some position of authority we are to follow Jesus and trust that God can act redemptively in our lives – God can use even our suffering – especially our suffering, if it is suffering for the right in powerful, miraculous redemptive ways.  In whatever situation we find ourselves, I see two crucial points from Peter:
1. In your hearts revere Christ as Lord.  
2. 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. 
If Christ is the cornerstone of your life, first in your heart, chief of all your relationships, God can and will act powerfully and redemptively in and through you!
This is the word of God for the people of God

Thanks Be To God!
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