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“How To Live in a Hostile World

And Make a Difference”

I Peter 1:1-9
March 30, 2008

Every year during the high holidays of Christmas and Easter the media tries to come up with new and interesting religious material for their programs. The traditional stories of these Christian holy days are not good enough, and so they seek out the spectacular or controversial or the spectacularly controversial.

Like many of you I look forward to my lunch hour as a break in the day’s challenges. I usually bring my lunch, and like to sit in the truck listening to the mid day talk programs. Last Wednesday I was tuned to the KERA “Think” program. The guest on that Wednesday of Holy Week was Dr. Bart Ehrman, chairman of the Department of Religious Studies at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. He was being interviewed about his book, “How the Bible Fails to Answer Our Most Important Question – Why We Suffer” Dr. Ehrman was raised in a traditional Christian church but in his later years became an agnostic. (Agnosticism is from two Greek words meaning “without” and “knowledge”, without knowledge.) An agnostic doesn’t know what he believes about God or even if there is one. (So he teaches others what he doesn’t know. Sounds twenty-first century to me!) On the jacket cover of “God’s Problem”, (304 pages) it says “Ehrman discusses his personal anguish upon discovering the Bible's contradictory explanations for suffering and invites all people of faith—or no faith—to confront their deepest questions about how God engages the world and each of us.”


Dr. Ehrman points out that the prophets usually say suffering is punishment for sin, Job says suffering is a test and beyond our comprehension, Ecclesiastes says suffering is just the way things are, and the various prophetic texts of the Old and New Testament tell us God will eventually make all the wrong things right. There must be more to his book that that because so far I don’t find any contradictions, each of those writers is correct. Sometimes our suffering is a result of our sinful decisions. God shows us the good choice and warns us about the bad, but sometimes we choose the bad, and we suffer. Suffering always tests our faith! Every kind of suffering is a test of some kind. Suffering may be a test of our character. Suffering may be a test of our willingness to persevere. Suffering might even test our love for God. And suffering is a universal dilemma which we don’t fully understand. I can’t begin to understand many of the kinds of cruelty we humans are capable of. I will never understand God’s part or lack of a part in natural disasters. But I do believe, hope, have faith that God will eventually fix this broken world. I believe that because I believe the Bible and the Bible says He will.

If God is omnipotent then He is all powerful and everything is susceptible to His control. If God is all loving then we assume He would allow nothing bad to happen to us. But that may be a flawed assumption since we know that even our earthly fathers sometime allow or cause us pain for one reason or another. But it is true that it often seems that God isn’t in control as very bad things happen.  So what are we to think?


If God isn’t omnipotent then he isn’t a god so I’m ruling that one out. Maybe God is omnipotent but not all loving. Maybe He created everything, set creation to spinning, and stepped back to watch what happens. That is fundamentally Deism. Deists can be Christians in an odd sort of way. Odd because Jesus made it perfectly clear that God does care about us.


The other possibility is that there is no God, we are a freak of nature and on our own. But nature itself gives us a zillion reasons to doubt that idea, not to mention our own personal experiences with the spiritual world.

The third possibility is that the God of the Bible is the true and only God and we understand Him only through the Bible and even then “as through a glass darkly”. Most Christians believe that door number three is the closest to the truth. The God of the Old and New Testament is the God we worship.

We are temporary residents of a world that can be and often is a hostile place. How do we live in this world and make a difference? How can we Christians make this hostile world a little bit better?
This first letter from Peter is written with those questions in mind.


Peter begins by pointing out that we are “strangers in the world”. That phrase has a double meaning. The people Peter was writing to were strangers in their world in several different ways. They were Christians who for various reasons had found themselves living far from home and family, “scattered” throughout foreign lands. Peter reminds them that no matter where they are in this world they are God’s “elect”, God’s chosen ones, being “sanctified” (made holy) by the “work of the Spirit”. They are Christians no matter where they find themselves and God has given them the opportunity to live out their faith in a foreign land, making a difference where they are.

The other way they are strangers in the world is that when they became Christians they transferred their citizenship to Heaven. For all practical purposes they are on Earth under a work visa. For many of us here today the same double status applies. We are natives of another place and residences of Texas. For all of us the latter applies. No matter where we are from, our home is Heaven.

Peter writes, “Praise God, in His mercy He gave us a “new birth into a living hope”.  What does he mean by “a living hope”?  Well, a dead hope would just lie there. A dead hope would be incapable of making any difference. A dead hope would be pretty useless. But a living hope is an active hope. A living hope can and does interact with us and our situation, is vibrant and valuable. Peter is saying that no matter what the challenges that come to us our hope in Jesus Christ has the power to help us and help us help others.


How much power we might ask? How likely is this power to help us? In every place in the New Testament where that Greek word for “living” is used it means vibrant and active. It never means passive and unavailable. 

Most mornings I check the weather predictions. This morning NOAA is predicting that by tonight we will have a 40% chance of rain. Some say that means that 40% of our area could have some rain. Some say that means that the area has a 40% chance of rain. Regardless of how you interpret that percentage, the chance of rain is pretty iffy.  But with a “living hope” we can know that God’s help is available 100% of the time and everywhere. That’s important, because as we will see in verse six, we “may have to experience suffering and grief in all kinds of trials”.

What is Peter saying? I think what he is saying is that while we are here in this world we are subject to this world’s laws just like everyone else. They suffer, we suffer. They struggle, we struggle. This is a broken world where people just like us make broken decisions and take broken actions and suffer broken results. For instance, I feel certain the various banks and financial institutions that are floundering and failing right now due to decisions they made regarding real estate loans didn’t get into those loans thinking they were a bad move. The sin of greed was the motivating factor, but those lending institutions wouldn’t have gone that direction if they had known what they know now. Broken decisions, broken actions, suffering for many.

To Dr. Ehrman I would want to say that our all loving God has chosen to love us so much that He allows us to remain in control, even when we make decisions based on less than godly guidelines. God’s word gives us clear direction and clear warning for everything we might undertake. Let me give you a for instance, you may have heard that we are having some serious financial challenges right now. We are! Our income isn’t matching our out-go and our spending has been cut into the bone. What’s the problem? Many of you are not doing what God is telling you to do, tithe. If you all tithed our problem would not be running out of money but where to spend it all.


The good and gracious news is that God always stands by to help us when we recognize our mistakes and ask for His help. The bad news is that God never changes His mind about how we are to live. So, if we are waiting for God to inspire someone to give us a million dollars we will be waiting and waiting and waiting. If we are waiting for someone else to step up and assume responsibility for the financial needs of the church ….. well we will be disappointed.


Heaven may be our home but right at the moment God has placed us at St. Timothy and expects us to use Godly wisdom to take care of this home. Our heavenly home is perfect, has none of these sufferings and none of this struggle. We are not home yet, but we are directly connected to home through the Holy Spirit. And the Holy Spirit will always point us to God’s word for help.

But Peter also puts a positive spin on suffering and grief. In verse seven he writes that trials and suffering “come so that your faith may be proved genuine and may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed.” Suffering is a test of our faith in God.  In II Corinthians, chapter one, Paul writes that God “comforts us in all our troubles so that we can comfort those in any trouble….” According to Paul our troubles make us better caregivers. Troubles are a test of our faith and a strengthening of our ability to make a difference in the world, and we can make a difference, if we choose to.

Volumes have been written about the subject of suffering. Some of them take the position that suffering is evidence that a loving God doesn’t exist. Billy Graham wrote, “Scripture does teach that the Christian can face tribulation, crisis, calamity, and personal suffering with a supernatural power that is not available to the person outside of Christ.”  Woodrow Kroll of Back to the Bible hit the nail on the head for me the other day when he said that when struggles come our problem isn’t the struggle but that the struggle turns our thoughts inward and we begin to ask “Why God is this happening to me?” When instead we should ask, “How God can this struggle help me to live for you?”  Think about it! Amen.
