Liturgy:

Reading : 1 Peter 4, 7 – 19

Text       : 1 Peter 4, 17-19

Ps.    99 : 1,2

Ps.    99 : 5

Ps.    84 : 6

Ps.    66 : 4,5,6,7

Ps.   121 : 1,4
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,
Last week Sunday morning, the focus of the sermon was on the ills of today’s society; a society, in which the vast majority of the people no longer gives thanks to God, but instead lives life simply as they see fit; a society that willfully suppresses the truth about God, full of moral chaos and confusion. From Romans 1 we learned, that in this God reveals His wrath by giving man over to his own debased mind.

In the concluding part of that sermon, it was stressed as church we have a task here, a task to reach out to those who at present already are perishing under God’s wrath, to reach out to them with the gospel, i.e. the power of God to salvation for everyone who believes. We have to reach out – not in the first place by door knocking, but by utilizing the opportunities when meeting with those who are perishing. It should never be our fault, when a person who crosses our path does not hear about the gospel. Above all, by our way of life we should show the people around us that we have something else to live for than the empty pleasures of this world.
The point I would like to address in this morning’s sermon, Br. & Sr., is, whether we indeed do this. Can people see it in your life that you want to live for Christ, also when it may cause ridicule, it may cause you to be laughed at. Do we dare to take a stand for our Saviour also then, or when there is ridicule, when we seem to be the odd one out, do we start compromising, somehow watering down the seriousness of God’s commandments? Yet, beloved let it be clear God hates sin, not only in the world but also in the church, even stronger, especially in the church. The text chosen for this morning’s sermon, speaking about God’s judgment says that this judgment begins at the church. After all, it is in the church that God stands sin the least.

The apostle Peter writes this in a section of his first letter, in which he addresses the issue of suffering for Christ’s sake, suffering through which God is testing the believers. In Ch. 4, 12 Peter speaks about a fiery trial in a similar way as he had spoken about it in Ch 1 of this same letter, vss. 6 + 7, “…” As men use fire to refine precious metals, so God uses trials to distinguish genuine faith from a superficial profession of His name, trials also in suffering for Christ’s sake. The point now is, when we meet these trials do we still dare to stand up for our Saviour. 
More generally, how do we live our life in this dark society, especially throughout the week when we are out there on the job, in the office, or at UNI? Do we also then still realize that the road to salvation is narrow, or do we at times widen this road a little bit, to make it more convenient for ourselves, less hard? Yet, beloved, God’s judgment will come also over us. God hates sin, especially among His own people. 
This brings me to the theme for this morning’s sermon,
THE APOSTOLIC TEACHING ABOUT GOD’S JUDGMENT

BEGINNING AT THE CHURCH

This teaching reinforces

1) the road to salvation is narrow

2) yet when on that road we commit our life to God, there is nothing to fear

I
The first letter of the apostle Peter, Br. & Sr., is addressed to “the pilgrims of the Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia.”
 Pilgrims – this word refers to the temporary nature of the Christian life in this world. As Christians, we are sojourners, who live in this world, yet our real homeland is in heaven.
 Most likely, also the word ‘dispersion’ has to be read in the same way, as a metaphor to describe the addressees of this letter as living away from their true homeland. 
Who were these addressees? From the information, we receive from this first letter of the apostle Peter, most likely, they were Gentiles who had come to faith in Jesus Christ, and because of it suffered ridicule in society. They were not actually persecuted for their faith yet; nevertheless, they were distressed by various trials,
 e.g., when they suffered insults for confessing their faith. Through this – we read in Ch. 1 – God was testing the genuineness of their faith.
You can well imagine, Br. & Sr., that all this had dampened the initial joy by which these Gentiles had come to faith. Hence this letter, by which the apostle Peter wants to encourage them. In Ch. 4, 12 he writes, “…” In other words, when you openly confess your faith in a society, which is hostile towards Christ, you can expect this. In this, you share in the suffering of Christ, who often in like manner was mistreated. Therefore, bear it with joy. Don’t worry about it. When you yourself haven’t given the slightest provocation – vs. 16 – you should consider it rather as a privilege to suffer for your Saviour. Yes, glorify God for it.
After having written this, the apostle Peter continues in vs. 17a, “…”  The house of God – this is the spiritual house, as Peter had spoken about it in Ch. 2 of this letter, in which the believers are built as living stones.
 In other words, Peter speaks here about the church, in which God dwells through His Spirit. During the time of the OT God dwelt in Jerusalem in a temple of stone, but in the NT God through His Spirit dwells in the midst of Christ’s congregation. In our text, the apostle Peter now says, it’s there where God’s judgment begins, i.e. with his own children first.

Reading these words, beloved, we may have difficulty to understand this. After all, is this not in conflict with the gospel that we have been freed from the wrath of God and therefore no longer have to fear God’s judgment? Yet now we read that God’s judgment starts with His own children? What does this mean?
The point is this, beloved, God dwells with His glory and holiness among His people, also among us today. This is indeed something we may really rejoice in, without any fear for God’s holiness. We may indeed live very close to holy God without fear of being burnt by the holiness of God; without any fear, when we indeed do live close to God. Yet when in the church we also want to live our own life, a bit for the LORD, but also a bit for ourselves, when we start compromising and give room also for certain sins, then we too are in danger. For, God does not tolerate any unholiness, especially not there where He is present with holiness. That’s why His judgment starts with the church, His own people. 

Judgment – in this context we must not give thought to God’s final judgment, but His initial judgment, by which He want to purify our lives, the fiery trial by which the LORD is testing the genuineness also of our faith. Through these trials the LORD causes us to have a closer look at our personal life, e.g. when people start mocking us because of our faith? What do we do in cases like these? Keep our mouth shut, start compromising in order not to be the odd one out, or do we still dare also then to stand up for Him to whom we belong and who shed His precious blood for us? Yes, also in cases like these, do we still rejoice in following the Lord Jesus on that narrow road to salvation? Or, is according to our feeling this road somehow to narrow, and do we start making it a bit wider for ourselves, more easy to walk on, more easy for our own sinful flesh? However, let us then remember, God’s judgment is not only for those out in the world, instead God starts with us, to see how we live? It is in the church that God hates sin the most.
Thus, the text chosen for this morning’s sermon will cause also us to examine ourselves. What does it mean for us to be a child of God? Does the fact that we belong to Christ indeed determine all of our life? Do we dare to stand up for the gospel of Christ, even if people ridicule us? Even when at times we are looked at as the odd one out, do we still see it as a privilege to belong to Christ? In Ch. 4, 14, the apostle Peter writes, “…” Do we indeed believe this, beloved, also when people mock us because of our faith? 
The addressees of this letter were exactly in such a situation. Formerly they had fun with their friends, their mates at work, but now they had come to faith, they were ridiculed for it. It caused conflicts. 
Well, sending them this letter, the apostle Peter wants to encourage these Christians, and having received a place in Scripture, through this letter we too are encouraged, encouraged to look further than the horizon of this present life, to set our hope fully on the inheritance God has in store for us, to live for Christ and Him alone.
In Ch. 4, 7, the apostle Peter writes, “The end of all things is at hand.” Elsewhere, Scripture speaks about the fact that as NT church we live in ‘the last days’, i.e. the final period of history. We are living towards Christ’s great day. The end of all things is at hand. Beloved, do we always live in this awareness or is this something we put off, since we are to busy with our own things? There is still so much to do, and surely there is. Christ doesn’t want us to spent our time simply in idleness, waiting for Him to come. Yet the point now is, what are the things we are busy with? Is it business for God’s kingdom, business for the glory of God, or are we busy with the same things the people around us are busy with, simply living for the material things, making our life at present as pleasant as possible? Beloved, do we still show that we have something else to live for? Do we still live in the awareness that Christ takes us towards His great day, and do we rejoice in this, even though this involves walking on a narrow road, or do we find all this too narrow? 
Christ is King. From on high He rules also this earth. Do we indeed reflect in our life that we belong to Him, living holy lives in the midst of an unholy world? Remember what Peter also writes in this same letter, Ch. 1, 15, “…” God hates sin, especially in the lives of those who are His. That’s why His judgment starts with the church, as it did also in the OT.
I think here of a passage from the prophecies of Ezekiel. In Ezekiel’s day, most of Judah had already gone into exile, yet a remnant had stayed behind. However, the punishing hand of the LORD had not brought this remnant to repentance. Instead of obeying the LORD, they reasoned, the LORD has abandoned us, so let us look for other gods and honor them. Maybe they will help us. Ch. 8 of Ezekiel’s prophecies informs us about all kind of abominations in the temple in Jerusalem. The worst of these abominations is mentioned in vs. 16, “…” In a nutshell, Judah rejected God’s love and the elders took the lead in this. Hence God’s judgment as described in Ch. 9. In a vision the LORD shows Ezekiel that those who were in charge of the city had to go out to kill all who committed idolatry. Only those who were marked on their forehead, because they cried out to God because of all these abominations – only those were spared. And then it reads in vs. 6, “…” Begin at my sanctuary – similar words as we read in our text. The temple, God’s house had become a place of idolatry and so there God’s judgment starts, at his own house. Another reference in the OT we find in Jer. 25, 29, “…”
All these texts teach us, Br. & Sr., the church does not automatically remain a place where we are saved from God’s judgment. We also have to live accordingly in total submission to God’s Word, collectively and personally, otherwise we will not escape God’s judgment either, even stronger it will start with us. Summarizing, what matters is faithfulness!

Now one may say, but the situation of the people to whom Peter addresses his first letter was totally different, children of God who suffered because of their faith. So what is the connection here? Well, the verses preceding our text make this clear. Apparently, there were also Christians who indeed did give reason for reproach. That’s why Peter writes in vs. 15, “…” In other words, when you suffer because of this, it is not a suffering for Christ’s sake, instead you only bring defamation on the church. It’s in this context that we must look also the connection with Ez. 9.
In vs. 12 Peter had spoken about the fiery trial. In other words, in this God is testing the genuineness of your faith. Through the sufferings you have to endure, God is purifying you, to bring to light faithfulness and unfaithfulness. God hates unfaithfulness; it is sin against holy God. That’s why judgment starts with God’s house. Then this judgment is not against God’s house as such, but against the sin among God’s own people. Are we willing to persevere in faith, even in the face of suffering for Christ’s sake, even when we are ridiculed, mocked at?
God starts His judgment at His own house, in order that we may be saved from God’s final judgment. In vs. 17b, Peter poses the following question without giving an answer to it, “…” In vs. 18 he poses another rhetorical question, “…” The righteous – scarcely saved. Of course, this does not mean that God’s grace is scarce, so to speak. God’s grace is immensely rich. Scripture even teaches that the sacrifice of Christ is abundantly sufficient to expiate the sins of the whole world.
 Last week we heard the gospel of Christ and Him crucified is a power to salvation for everyone who believes. The point is we are saved only through faith in Jesus Christ. Salvation is a free gift, abundantly rich, yet the road to salvation is narrow; narrow, since we have to deny ourselves and trust in God alone. 
The righteous – that’s he who not only says the right things, but also lives his faith to the glory of God under all circumstances; holy because God is holy. That’s the point here. God’s judgment starts with His own house; there in the first place God wants to purify the lives of His children, wants to purify it from all self-conceit and living for ourselves. He wants the life of His children totally committed to Him. The way is narrow. Well, if God takes things already so seriously in the life of His own children, what – so Peter says – will happen to the ungodly and sinner.
II
Our God is a holy God. In the letter to the Hebrews, it reads God is a consuming fire.
 The way to salvation is narrow. Is all this written in Scripture to make us scared? Should this make us wondering, if it is all so serious, who will then be saved? After all, who is holy? 
Peter gives an answer to this question in vs. 19. Indeed, the way to salvation is narrow, yet when on this narrow way we commit our life to God, we have nothing to fear. Says Peter, vs. 19, “…”
This verse speaks about those who suffer according to the will of God. This means not every suffering is spoken about here. As I mentioned already before, there are also those who rightfully suffer due to wrong conduct, as the apostle Peter writes about it in vs. 15. In Ch. 2, 18 – 23 he writes, “…” Well, that’s the suffering spoken about also in Ch. 4, 19 suffering for the sake of Christ, suffering because you want to live as a Christian. 
In this context, we should think not only of suffering we meet from the side of unbelieving workmates, bosses or people in the world, but at times also within the church. For example, when we want to do our best at school, obey the teachers, or don’t want to join in with the worldly fun of friends in the church and because of it are called a goodie, goodie, laughed at even by people within the church.
To all those who in this way suffer according to the will of God, i.e. because they want to obey the LORD, do what is right – to all those the apostle gives the following advice, “commit your soul to God in doing good, as to a faithful Creator.” The Greek word translated with ‘commit’ literally means ‘to deposit’, like you do with money in the bank, or precious possessions, which at time we deposit in a vault. You know it’s safe there. Well, so we should deposit our soul to God. The cause of our life is safe with God, always. God – who in vs. 19 is called a faithful Creator.
Why this name in this context? God, the Creator – that is He, who not only created everything, but also gave our life its purpose. As the faithful Creator, the LORD will make sure that my life also reaches its purpose, even through suffering. God – He is the faithful Creator. Faithful to the word He has spoken as the God of the covenant, at the very beginning of our life for example. To these promises we may cling, especially when the world laughs at us. That gives rest, peace, also when we are mocked at by friends within the church as being too narrow minded, too strict. Never take this personally, beloved. Instead, look on high, deposit your cause to God. Trust God, who has all things in His almighty hands. That gives rest to cope also when we face enmity or ridicule. God will protect us. With Him, we are safe, always, with God, the faithful Creator. Then trusting God we will not change because of pressure from outside, but continue to do good according to His will, even if this would mean greater enmity, more ridicule.
See, there, beloved, how the apostle Peter encourages those who suffer for Christ’s sake. We may look on high, in faith also assured – as we confess with the words of Art. 37 BC – that the cause we fight, and which at present is condemned as heretical and evil by many judges and civil authorities – will be recognized as the cause of the Son of God, when Christ returns on the clouds of heaven. In this faith, we are able to fight the battle as faithful soldiers in the army of Christ, never ashamed of the gospel, neither in word nor in deed. Then at times, ridicule and hostility may dampen the joy of our faith. However, then we may look on high, entrusting our cause to God, continuing doing good, i.e. continuing to live for and with the Lord on that narrow way that leads to the joy of the new Jerusalem.

Once more, the road to salvation is narrow, indeed. It means we should never compromise our faith, never make things easier for ourselves at the expense of being less obedient to God. God wants us to be faithful under all circumstances, even when we meet with hostility from outsiders or at times with ridicule even from within the church. The road is narrow, indeed. However, on that road God is on our side, the faithful Creator, who through the sufferings we have to endure is testing the genuineness of our faith, as the apostle Peter writes it in Ch. 1, 6 + 7 of this same letter, which I quoted before “…” 
Indeed, through suffering God will bring us to perfect glory. Let us always stay focused on this, beloved. The way is narrow, but it ends in the New Jerusalem, the city of perfect peace. In addition, on this narrow road, God is on our side, to Him we may entrust our cause, to God the faithful Creator.

He indeed is to us a sun and shield,

For He bestows renown and favor.

And when the upright seek His face,

The LORD will not withhold His grace;

His faithfulness endures forever.

O LORD of hosts, how blest is He

Who puts his hope and trust in Thee.”
Amen.
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