The Assurance of Hope #9

“Attitude Adjustments”

1 Peter 4:1-11
I remember when I was in college, the phrase “attitude adjustment” became popular—usually with a tire iron or a baseball bat!  In our study of 1 Peter, we are encouraged to some attitude adjustments of our own—but without the threatening ways!

Peter opens the fourth chapter of this letter with these words: “Therefore, since Christ suffered in his body, arm yourselves also with the same attitude…” Kenneth Wuest points out,

The Greek word trans​lated “arm yourselves” was used of a soldier putting on his ar​mor and taking his weapons. The noun of the same root was used of a heavy-armed footsoldier who carried a pike and a large shield…. The Christian needs the heaviest armor he can get to withstand the attacks of the enemy of his soul.


But the apostle has something other than swords, spears, and shields in mind here.  Our attitudes are weapons, and weak or wrong attitudes will lead us to defeat. Outlook determines outcome, and a believer must have the right attitudes if he is to live a right life.
  In these eleven verses Peter instructs us on three attitude adjustments that can help us get through difficult days.

Adjust Our Attitude toward Sin


First, we must adjust our attitude toward sin.  Continuing from the first verse through the third we read,

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. For you have spent enough time in the past doing what pagans choose to do—living in debauchery, lust, drunkenness, orgies, carousing and detestable idolatry.

Peter carries over the thought from the end of chapter three into this paragraph.  He had just written about Jesus suffering on the cross for our sins and, based on that fact, he urges his readers to adopt a similar attitude.  What is that attitude?  To be “done with sin” or to “cease from sin” as other translations render it.  


We need to avoid two equally false conclusions from this verse.  First, suffering itself does not sanctify.  I’m sure we can all think of people whose lives we’ve watched that allowed suffering in their lives make them bitter people instead of better people.  It is not the suffering in and of itself that causes us to be done with sin.  Nor does this verse mean that at any point of our earthly lives do we no longer commit acts of sin.  That won’t happen until we get to Heaven.


What this verse means is that the power of sin over our lives has been broken.  As Paul writes in Romans 6:1-7,

What shall we say, then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase? By no means! We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer? Or don't you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life. If we have been united with him like this in his death, we will certainly also be united with him in his resurrection. For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin—because anyone who has died has been freed from sin. 


In a sense—don’t take this too far, as though I’m excusing it—people outside of Christ can’t help but sin.  They are enslaved to it.  It is their nature from birth.   But when Christ comes in, that slavery is broken.  We are given the power to say, “No” when temptation allures us.  That doesn’t mean we always will say no, but we have the power to do so.


Why, then, do we still fall into sin?  Maybe it has to do with our attitude toward sin.  Perhaps we have forgotten that it was our sin that put our Saviour on the cross.  Think about that the next time you’re about to indulge in the flesh.  The very act or word or fantasy that we are about to enjoy caused the Lord we claim to love excruciating pain.


Instead we need to be “done with sin.”  When Peter speaks of the time of our past in verse 3, he uses a Greek tense that “the course is closed and done, and looked back upon as a standing and accomplished fact. Thus should a Christian view his life previous to salvation, namely, as a closed matter.”
  Remember the words of Jesus: “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God” (Luke 9:62).


Our attitude toward sin needs to be adjusted in light of the Lord’s return as well.  No one knows when He will come back, or when our individual lives will end.  Time is a precious commodity, and Peter writes in verse two that the Christian “does not live the rest of his earthly life for evil human desires, but rather for the will of God.”  Warren Wiersbe writes,
If we do the will of God, then we will invest “the rest of our time” in that which is lasting and satisfying; but if we give in to the world around us, we will waste “the rest of our time” and regret it when we stand before Jesus.

Once again, the hope of Christ’s return inspires us to change the way we live.

Adjust Our Attitude toward Sinners


A second attitude that needs adjusting has to do with sinners.  In verses 4-6 Peter writes,

They think it strange that you do not plunge with them into the same flood of dissipation, and they heap abuse on you. But they will have to give account to him who is ready to judge the living and the dead. For this is the reason the gospel was preached even to those who are now dead, so that they might be judged according to men in regard to the body, but live according to God in regard to the spirit.

The apostle moves from the sin of our past to the sinners of our present.  He knows that our conversion to Christ would radically impact our relationships.  They won’t understand why you don’t join them in their lifestyles—the after-work stop at the bar, the weekend parties, the jumping from one partner to another.  And, as we mentioned last week, they won’t appreciate your silent witness against their sin.  They’d rather stay in the dark, and the light of Christ shining through us is not welcome.  That is why they will “heap abuse on you,” to use Peter’s words.


It is at this point, though, that we must be careful.  We must not adopt the same attitude toward sinners as we adopt toward sin.  If I had to summarize the first three verses of this chapter, I would use the phrase “be militant.”  Unfortunately, many Christians take that same mindset toward sinners, and I believe that is not what God would have us do.  Instead, I would summarize these verses as “be merciful” toward the sinners who don’t understand what has happened in our lives.  Chuck Swindoll counsels,

Don’t beat them up for their lifestyle. No​body ever got saved because he was rebuked for his drinking or shamed for taking drugs or sleeping around. To tell you the truth, I’m surprised more in the pagan world don’t do more of that to fill the void. So don’t make an issue of their lifestyle. They can’t help it. They have no power to stop. Let grace and mercy flow. Relax…and leave the rebuking to the Lord.

Again, referring to last week’s message, we are called to be witnesses, not prosecutors!  God has not given us the prerogative to pass judgment on unbelievers; that’s not why we’re here.  I know it sounds cliché, but we are to “love the sinners and hate the sin.”  Too often Christians are guilty of hating both.

Before we leave this passage, I do want to comment briefly on verse six, “For this is the reason the gospel was preached even to those who are now dead…”  Some commentators try to merge this with the end of chapter three (the “spirits in prison”) and conclude that people have a second chance at salvation after death.  But this is in opposition to the rest of Scripture, which clearly states that the opportunity to come to Christ ends at physical death (Heb. 9:27).  Rather, Peter is referring to Christians who had died at the time of his writing, who were condemned by men but commended by God.

Adjust Our Attitude toward Service (7-11)


Finally, we are challenged to adjust our attitude toward service.  Verses 7-11 read,

The end of all things is near. Therefore be clear-minded and self-controlled so that you can pray. Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins. Offer hospitality to one another without grumbling. Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God’s grace in its various forms. If anyone speaks, he should do it as one speaking the very words of God. If anyone serves, he should do it with the strength God provides, so that in all things God may be praised through Jesus Christ. To him be the glory and the power for ever and ever. Amen.

The motivation is given at the beginning of verse 7: “The end of all things is near.”  Such words evoke thoughts of a person standing on a busy street corner holding (or wearing) a sign that says, “THE END IS NEAR!”  But that is not what Peter has in mind at all.


Again we see the element of Christian hope at the forefront.  Since the end is near, since Christ is coming and we will stand before Him, we ought to live our lives in a certain way.  In a word: service.  


First, the attitude is addressed.  The kjv renders the first verb, “Be sober.”  In this context sober does not mean the opposite of intoxication. It means the opposite of living in a frenzy, in a maddening kind of extremism.
  Wiersbe explains,
The opposite of “be sober-minded” is “frenzy, madness.” It is the Greek word mania, which has come into our English vocabulary via psychology. If we are sober-minded, we will be intellectually sound and not off on a tangent because of some “new” interpretation of the Scriptures. We will also face things realistically and be free from delusions. The sober-minded saint will have a purposeful life and not be drifting, and he will exercise restraint and not be impulsive. He will have “sound judgment” not only about doctrinal matters, but also about the practical affairs of life.


When we are thus “sober” or “clear-minded,” it will lead us to prayer.  In fact, these two are closely related.  As Swindoll notes, “When I see a person who is all out of sorts, full of anxiety, on the ragged edge of extremism, I’m looking at a person who isn’t spend​ing enough time in prayer.”


Paul writes in Philippians 4:6-7,

Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 


The antidote to worry and anxiety is prayer.  When we pray, the worry and anxiety will be replaced with the peace of God that goes beyond human comprehension.  That is a powerful testimony!  To borrow from Rudyard Kipling, “If you keep your head while everyone around you is losing theirs…” they will wonder what’s different with you!


Another attitude adjustment is to love.  Not just love, but love “deeply” or “fervently.”  The Greek adjective was one used of athletes straining to reach the finish line first.  It takes effort, discipline, and focus.  And in light of the hostility of the world against Christians, it is important that we stick together and build each other up.


One particular aspect of love mentioned here is forgiveness.  This is where that popular phrase “love covers over a multitude of sins” originated.  But what does this mean in practical terms?  I think Wiersbe got it right in his comments:
Love does not condone sin; for, if we love somebody, we will be grieved to see him sin and hurt himself and others. Rather, love covers sin in that love motivates us to hide the sin from others and not spread it abroad. Where there is hatred, there is malice; and malice causes a person to want to tear down the reputation of his enemy. This leads to gossip and slander (Prov. 11:13; 17:9; see 1 Peter 2:1). Sometimes we try to make our gossip sound “spiritual” by telling people things “so they might pray more intelligently.” 

No one can hide his sins from God, but believers ought to try, in love, to cover each other’s sins at least from the eyes of the unsaved. After all, if the unsaved crowd finds ammunition for persecuting us because of our good words and works (1 Peter 2:19–20; 3:14), what would they do if they knew the bad things that Christians say and do! 

Genesis 9:18–27 gives us a beautiful illustration of this principle. Noah got drunk and shamefully uncovered himself. His son Ham saw his father’s shame and told the matter to the family. In loving concern, Ham’s two brothers covered their father and his shame. It should not be too difficult for us to cover the sins of others; after all, Jesus Christ died that our sins might be washed away.


Whenever a Christian can’t wait to share the latest scandal or gossip about another believer, that person is not demonstrating love, but rather the desire to build themselves up by bringing others down.  In light of the world’s animosity and the return of Christ, we can’t afford to do that!


Peter mentions hospitality in verse nine.  The Women’s Study Bible calls hospitality “The Gift of Welcome,” and goes on to say,

Hospitality is the practice of welcoming, sheltering, and feeding—with no thought of personal gain—those who come to your door. Much more than elegant menus, elaborate table settings, or lavish entertainment—hospitality is sharing what we have and who we are with whomever God sends. Hospitality includes setting aside time for fellowship and being flexible in order to accommodate impromptu gatherings….

Just as the sunshine reveals the beauty of a stained glass window, hospitality allows the light of God’s Son to shine from your heart. This love is readily and effectively transferred as you open your home to others and share Christian hospitality.


The key to hospitality is the word flexibility.  Just how flexible are we with our home, with our material goods, or with our time?  I believe we can extend hospitality in more ways that we typically think.  When someone calls you on the phone with a real need, do you welcome their intrusion or do you let them know that they are interrupting your schedule?  We can extend hospitality with a ride home to someone who needs it…even if it takes us way out of our way.  


This is just one way we provide service to one another.  Peter encourages all of us to find a way to serve within the body of Christ.  That service is not identical—some folks have speaking gifts while others have serving gifts—but all are equally important.  We are to do what we can with what we have for the benefit of the whole body.


When this is done with the correct attitude, the church family will benefit and the Lord will be blessed.  The church will shine in the community as a light in the darkness, showing the world how God intended life to be.

William Barclay concludes,

The Christian believer is a man who has “the Lord’s example behind him, and the hope of glory in front of him”, and by these two things the tone and character of his life is dominated and dictated. All through the letter there runs this constant sense of the obligation and the responsibility which the mercy and the grace and the love of God in Jesus Christ have laid upon the Christian.


What about us?  Do we need an attitude adjustment?  With regard to sin, we need to be militant as we close the door on our old lives and leave it behind.  With regard to sinners, we need to be merciful as we relate to them not as the enemy but as helpless hostages who need to be rescued from the real enemy.  With regard to service, we need to be magnanimous, putting other believers ahead of ourselves and our Lord above all. 


Then, no matter what happens—if the Lord returns or we are ushered into His presence through death—we will be ready to stand before God and give account for our lives.
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