The Assurance of Hope #7

“Spiritual Success in the Church”

1 Peter 3:8-12; 5:1-5

“What is wrong with our country?”


Ever hear someone ask that question? Maybe the person asking it was you? Just looking around at what is happening in our nation, it is easy to wonder. Some point to our elected officials, others point to big business while still others insinuate that the entertainment industry is the cause of our problems.


Perhaps to get to the answer of our original question—“What’s wrong with our country?”—we first need to ask, “What’s wrong with the church?” Harold Fickett offers this diagnosis:

Most of the people in the United States of America, even those who have their names on church rolls, are more concerned about doing their own thing than they are about doing the will of God. This is resulting in the moral, spiritual, and ethical decline of our country.


I’ve often suggested that the United States should change its motto from “In God We Trust” to “I Did It My Way.” Unfortunately, this attitude has crept into the Church as well. Instead of being “the light of the world” and “the salt of the earth,” too often the Church has tried to look, sound, and act like the world to the point that few can tell the difference.


Over the past several weeks we have been considering the subject of spiritual success from the first letter of Peter. The key to spiritual success, according to the apostle, is submission. He admonishes his readers (including us!) to submit in the society, at work, and at home. This evening, in two separate passages, he concludes this theme with spiritual success in the church. And—you guessed it—the key to spiritual success in the church is submission. 


As we have repeatedly pointed out, submission is Scripture is not the negative term the world takes it to be. Warren Wiersbe writes,

Submission does not mean slavery or subjugation but simply the recognition of God’s authority in our lives. God has established the home, human government, and the church, and He has the right to tell us how these institutions should be run. God wants each of us to exercise authority; but before we can exercise authority, we must be under authority.


Turn with me to the third chapter of 1 Peter and, keeping your finger there, turn over a few pages to the fifth chapter of the same letter, where we will find some practical truth about spiritual success in the church.

A Call to Holy Harmony


Our first text is 1 Peter 3:8-12,

Finally, all of you, live in harmony with one another; be sympathetic, love as brothers, be compassionate and humble. Do not repay evil with evil or insult with insult, but with blessing, because to this you were called so that you may inherit a blessing. For, “Whoever would love life and see good days must keep his tongue from evil and his lips from deceitful speech. He must turn from evil and do good; he must seek peace and pursue it. For the eyes of the Lord are on the righteous and his ears are attentive to their prayer, but the face of the Lord is against those who do evil.”
The word “finally” does not indicate the conclusion of the letter, but the conclusion of the teachings on submission to the various circumstances of life.
 This is a call to holy harmony within the Christian community.

Five characteristics are to mark the church: harmony, sympathy, brotherly love, compassion, and humility. As Edmund Clowney points out, “These are not virtues chosen at random. Like the fingers of the hand, they radiate from one centre and work together. The key to them all is the love of grace: they reflect the grace, love, and compassion of Jesus Christ.﻿”


I see two basic ideas emerging here: “be of one mind”–be likeminded, be humble, be forgiving; and “be of one heart”–be sympathetic and compassionate. Paul similarly writes in Philippians 2:2-4,

…make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose. Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others [emphasis added].


One mind, one heart, one spirit—the essence of the biblical words, “in one accord.” The secret to this kind of harmony is not to focus on petty periph​eral differences but to concentrate on the common ground of Jesus Christ—His model, His message, and His mission.
 Whenever you see a local congregation fighting and splitting you will find them majoring on minors and ignoring the majors altogether.


Where you find a church displaying this kind of holy harmony, two things will be conspicuously absent: arrogance and competition. When the truth of Christ is affirmed in arrogance it is denied. The ‘like-mindedness’ that Peter requires manifests the mind and love of Christ. It is precisely willingness to submit ourselves to others for Christ’s sake that undercuts the misunderstandings and hostilities that can divide the Christian community. That willingness flows from the love of Christ.
 

The second characteristic is to be sympathetic. Chuck Swindoll comments, 
The Greek root gives us our word sympathy, meaning “to feel with.” This means that when others weep, you weep; when they rejoice, you rejoice. It connotes the absence of competition, envy, or jealousy toward a fellow Christian. Romans 12:15-16 states it well: “Rejoice with those who rejoice, and weep with those who weep. Be of the same mind toward one another….” Believers who are growing toward maturity share in mutual feelings—mutual woes and mutual joys.
 


I am reminded of the third verse of the hymn, “Blest Be The Tie That Binds”

We share each other’s woes, our mutual burdens bear;
And often for each other flows the sympathizing tear.


Is this true of us? Or do we, when we hear of someone else going through difficult times, mutter to ourselves, “Hmph, serves ‘em right”? A competitive spirit shows itself in envy, jealousy, and bitterness. But when we submit our urge to be first to the well-being of others, we will be able to sympathize with them as Peter commands.


 Furthermore, we are told not to seek revenge, but to bless those who curse us, echoing the words of Jesus in Luke 6:28 and Paul in Romans 12:14. This is another form of submission that liberates us. As Wiersbe puts it, “We can decide to endure life and make it a burden, escape life as though we were running from a battle, or enjoy life because we know God is in control.”

You will notice that this is a call to holy harmony. It would be easy for a church to have harmony by compromising their principles. But Peter quotes Psalm 34, “Whoever would love life and see good days must keep his tongue from evil and his lips from deceitful speech. He must turn from evil and do good.” Why is this important? The rest of the quotation tells us: “For the eyes of the Lord are on the righteous and his ears are attentive to their prayer, but the face of the Lord is against those who do evil.”

Maybe the reason why some churches fail to enjoy spiritual success is that they are not marked by holy harmony.


A Call to Honorable Headship


Turn to the fifth chapter of Peter’s letter, where this theme of spiritual success in the church continues. In verses 1-5 he addresses the leadership in the congregation:

To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder, a witness of Christ’s sufferings and one who also will share in the glory to be revealed: Be shepherds of God’s flock that is under your care, serving as overseers—not because you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not greedy for money, but eager to serve; not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock. And when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the crown of glory that will never fade away 


Here we see a call to honorable headship. Peter speaks to “elders,” which were the recognized spiritual leaders of the church. Notice the humility in his words. He says nothing about his au​thoritative apostleship. Nothing about the importance of the recipients of his letter being obedient to his advice. He simply identifies with the elders as a “fellow elder.” He saw himself on the same level as the other elders.


What a difference from the world’s idea of leadership! As John White writes,

Since the world began, there have been two ideas about being a leader. One is that to be a leader you must show who is the boss. The other idea—to serve. The first idea is by far the more common.


In government, business, at home, and in too many churches, leaders act like the Yiddish term, “macher,” which means “big shot,” or “real operator,” with the overtone of trying to take charge.
 An example of this is seen in the little letter of 3 John, where the apostle calls out a man in the church named Diotrephes:

I wrote to the church, but Diotrephes, who loves to be first, will have nothing to do with us. So if I come, I will call attention to what he is doing, gossiping maliciously about us. Not satisfied with that, he refuses to welcome the brothers. He also stops those who want to do so and puts them out of the church. 


Instead of that model, Peter calls on the church leaders to three attitudes: willingness, eagerness, and meekness. There is no place in the church for a dictator.
 I like the way Eugene Peterson paraphrases this: “Not bossily telling others what to do, but tenderly showing them the way.” (msg)


The image Peter uses for a church leader is a common one in the Bible: a shepherd. Leslie Flynn explains how this sheds light on the role of a church leader:

The major duty of the shepherd was to lead the sheep into fields for grazing. Old Testament pastors were to “feed you with knowl​edge and understanding” (Jer. 3:15). The coming Messiah “shall feed His flock like a shepherd” (Isa. 40:11). Three times in the New Testament the verb form of pastor is used, each time with the meaning of providing food. First, Jesus, when recommissioning repentant Peter, said, “Feed My sheep” (John 21:16). Second, Paul exhorted the Ephesian elders “to feed the church of God” (Acts 20:28). Third, Peter addressed the elders to “feed the flock of God which is among you” (1 Pet 5:2). Etymologically, pastor comes from the verb “to feed.” Literally, the pastor was the “feeder of the sheep.”


Just like every other life-situation, someone needs to be in charge. But in the church, those leaders are to be marked with willingness, eagerness, and meekness. Sheep are led, not driven, and the shepherds must lead by example as well as by exhortation.
A Call to Honest Humility 


Finally, Peter issues a call to honest humility in verse 5: “Young men, in the same way be submissive to those who are older. All of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one another, because, ‘God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.’”


This is addressed to the younger men of the congregation, but notice (again) that submission is mutual—it is seen in the words “in the same way.” Just as the elders are to submit ego and ambition to the welfare of the flock, so is the rest of the congregation to place themselves under the authority of the leadership.


I call this “honest humility” because it must be sincere. Humility isn’t a show we put on; in fact, if we think we’re humble, we’re probably not. And in our day of self-promotion, self-assertion, spotlighting “celebrities of the faith,” and magnifying the flesh, this quality—so greatly valued by the Lord Jesus—is a rare commodity indeed.


“But if I do that, I’ll be taken advantage of!” some people object. Not so. See, submission is an act of faith. We trust God to direct in our lives and to work out His purposes in His time. After all, there is a danger in submitting to others; they might take advantage of us—but not if we trust God and if we are submitted to one another!
 

On the other hand, as David Watson insightfully points out, 

Not to submit means an unnecessary exposure in battle. If we have willfully and disobediently removed ourselves from the shelter that God has given us, we are on our own and should not be surprised if we encounter spiritual attacks which overwhelm us… We are simply asking for trouble, in our personal lives and in our church, if our relationships are not right, and if we are not submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ.


Our ultimate example of this is our Lord Himself. Peter writes, “clothe yourselves with humility.” William Barclay explains,

The word he uses for to clothe oneself is very unusual; it is egkombousthai which is derived from kombos which describes anything tied on with a knot. Connected with it is egkombōma, a garment tied on with a knot. It was commonly used for protective clothing; it was used for a pair of sleeves drawn over the sleeves of a robe and tied behind the neck. And it was used for a slave’s apron. There was a time when Jesus had put upon himself just such an apron. At the Last Supper John says of him that he took a towel and girded himself, and took water and began to wash his disciples﻿’ feet (﻿John 13:4﻿-5﻿). Jesus girded himself with the apron of humility; and so must his followers.


To me what makes Christ’s actions so poignant is the setting in which they occurred: The Twelve were debating among themselves who was the greatest, and Jesus came in and performed the lowest task any slave could do. He didn’t preach, scold, or put the apostles in their rightful place; in silence He modeled true leadership in honest humility. Then He said to them, “Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another's feet. I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you” (John 13:14-15).


How do we measure up to that standard? That may not seem like success in the eyes of the world, but it is the standard to which we are called.


Once again, spiritual success is measured in the way we live our lives so that even the unbelieving world is forced to take notice. Unfortunately, the opposite is also true, as Watson concludes,

It is impossible to over-estimate the importance of right relationships, particularly in this matter of loving and willing submission to one another. Unless the members of a body work in harmony together, submitting to the head and to each other, the result is ugly and grotesque. It certainly will not reveal to the world the beauty and glory of Christ.


I’m sure we can all think of tragic instances where this was the case. Instead of shining the light of Jesus to the world, the cause of Christ is open to ridicule.


What is wrong with the world? The world needs Christ.


What is wrong with the church? The church needs to act like Christ in order to share Christ to the world who needs Him.
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