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Over the last several years the USA TV Network has produced a string of the highest rated shows on cable television, one of the first of which was one of my favorites, the recently concluded show “Monk,” a show about an obsessive-compulsive former detective named Adrian Monk, one of the quirkiest characters in the history of television.  The unifying theme of these shows is that each is based on someone we would refer to as “a real character,” a person who has some unique personality traits, some quirks and idiosyncrasies that set them apart from the average person in the street.  For example, “White Collar” is a show about a handsome, young, highly intelligent and charming thief who is out on parole as long as he helps the FBI solve white collar crimes.  “In Plain Sight” revolves around a female federal agent named Mary who is predisposed to be distrustful, cynical and rude and yet is unequalled at getting people who join the witness protection program to trust her completely.  I won’t list all of USA’s hit shows because then you’d think I watch too much TV, which I probably do, but what I especially like is USA’s advertising slogan, which is “Characters Wanted.”
And this summer USA is building on the character theme with a contest called “Character Approved.”  USA picked eleven people who are changing the face of American culture.  According to the contest criteria, Character Approved honorees are “innovators in their field who influence our opinions, our style, and our view of the world.  They surprise us and inspire us with fresh ideas.  And they have an authentic style that’s all their own.”  The “Character Approved” website goes on to say that “each honoree must be a character in his or her own right, with a distinct voice, personality and style.”
So that got me thinking – if God were to honor someone for being a character, what would his criteria be?  In one way or another, all of us could rightly be called “characters.”  We all have our little quirks.  I know you will find this hard to believe, but even I have some quirks.  For example, I have a very particular way of mixing my soft drink at a fast food restaurant.  First I put some ice in the cup, and then I put in Dr. Pepper, then a little more ice, then Diet Coke, and then a little more ice at the top.  Now you might ask, “Pastor, is it OK to put the Diet Coke in first?” and I would tell you, “No, it’s not.  That would be wrong.”  And as silly and odd as that might be, I bet that every one of you has something like that in your life, some way of doing something that is completely illogical but which is very important to you. (Perhaps have folks share a quirk with a neighbor)
But does being quirky make you a character?  Or put it this way – is quirkiness the kind of character God is looking for?  There’s nothing particularly wrong with being quirky, as long as it doesn’t get out of hand; those idiosyncrasies are some of the things that make us unique and fun and interesting.  But clearly the character God approves is something very different.  And that’s what we’re going to be learning about this summer.  We’re going to learn how to develop the kind of character that would prompt God to choose us as “character approved honorees.”  
Our text for the summer is a short book near the end of your Bible, the five chapters we call the Book of 1st Peter.  The theme of this book is highlighted for us in the first chapter, where Peter writes this: “As obedient children, do not conform to the evil desires you had when you lived in ignorance.  But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do; for it is written: ‘Be holy, because I am holy.’” (1 Peter 1:14-16)  Holiness is the character God approves.  That’s what it takes to become one of God’s “character approved honorees” – holiness.  
Now I realize that the word “holy” is not a word we use much these days, at least not in a positive way.  If we think someone has gone overboard in their spiritual devotion, we might refer to them as a “holy roller.”  What image comes to your mind if all you knew about a person was that they were “holy”?  Most of us would probably assume that person to be a recluse of some type, a person who lived in a monastery, certainly not a person who watched the USA Network and drank half Dr. Pepper and half Diet Coke.  

But while holiness has come to mean something like “stuffy” and “sheltered” and “somber,” that’s not at all what that word means in the biblical sense.  To be holy means to be a whole person, to be a person of integrity, to be a person of compassion and courage.  It is to be the person you’ve always wanted to be, the person God designed you to be.  God designed us to become in our character just like he is.  He designed us to find satisfaction and fulfillment in becoming people who are loving and joyful and kind and generous and humble and gracious.  And that’s our goal for this summer, to learn from the Book of 1st Peter how to develop the kind of character God approves, the kind of character that you’ve always wanted to have.
Let’s Get Acquainted – The Background of 1st Peter
Now since we’re going to be spending the entire summer studying 1st Peter, let’s spend a few minutes getting acquainted with it.  If you’ve been around Cornerstone for a few years, you’ve probably noticed that most summers we study a particular book of the Bible.  Last summer we studied Romans.  In past years we’ve studied Revelation, and Ephesians, and Colossians, and this year we have landed in 1st Peter.  And one of the reasons we do this is to remind ourselves how to study a book of the Bible.  Some of us have a habit of reading through the Bible in a year.  But as we’ve said before, the point is not to see how much of the Bible we can get through; the point is to see how much of the Bible gets through us.  So each summer we take one book of the Bible and linger in it and soak it up as best we can.

The first thing I’d like to encourage you to do as we study this book is to read through the book in one sitting.  It’s only five chapters; it won’t take you all that long to do.  But when you do that you are doing what the first readers of this letter did.  Actually, to be completely accurate, they didn’t sit down and read it, because there was only one copy of it.  So they sat down and had it read out loud to them in one sitting.  The church would gather together and their leader would announce that they had received a letter from Peter, and then he would read it out loud for everyone to hear.  And we know from the early writings of the church that these letters weren’t just read once and then put away; they were read over and over again.  And I would encourage you to do the same thing.  See if you can work it into your schedule to read 1st Peter once a week all through the summer.  See how much of 1st Peter you can get into both your head and your heart.  Take the time to get acquainted with what Peter has to teach us about developing the kind of character God approves.
Now let me remind us of an important principle of reading the Bible.  When we read this letter, we have to remember that it was not written to us.  The Bible was written for us, but it was not written to us.  It was written to specific groups of people who lived a long time ago in places far from here.  So when we read the Bible, if we really want to get the most from it, we need to go through three steps.  The first step is the analysis.  When we do analysis, we’re asking the question, “What was the author trying to say?”  In doing the analysis we ask the “who,” “where” and “when” kinds of questions – who wrote this, who was he writing this to, where did they live, what was going on at the time?  That’s step one.
Step two is called interpretation.  When we interpret the Bible we’re asking the question, “What did this mean to the first readers?”  Frankly that’s a question most of us don’t want to bother with.  We just want to know what the Bible is saying to us.  But we can’t know what the Bible is saying to us unless we first ask what it said to the original audience.   That’s interpretation.
Step three is called application.  That’s when we ask the “So what?” question: “What difference does this make in my life?”  That’s the ultimate end of reading the Bible.  We don’t read the Bible just to get information about life in ancient times.  The Bible is meant to change us, and if it doesn’t change us we’re really just wasting our time.  But we can’t apply the truth of the Bible fairly until we first do the analysis and the interpretation, until we first answer the questions “What was the author trying to say?” and “What did this mean to the first readers?”

So let me give you just a little bit of background to 1st Peter.  This morning you will be glad to know that we’re only studying the first two verses of the book, so we don’t have a lot of ground to cover.  Here are those verses:

Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, to God’s elect, strangers in the world, scattered throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia, who have been chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, through the sanctifying work of the Spirit, for obedience to Jesus Christ and sprinkling by his blood: Grace and peace be yours in abundance. (1 Peter 1:1-2)
So here’s what we know – we know who wrote this letter: Peter.  Peter, of course, was one of the twelve young men Jesus chose to be his disciples.  And when we read the Gospels we discover that Peter was one of the select three, that Peter, James and John were the three disciples who were closest to Jesus.  In fact we know quite a lot about Peter.  The New Testament mentions Peter more than all of the other 11 disciples combined.  We know he was a fisherman; we know he was married; we know he vowed to be faithful to Jesus no matter what and then hours later denied even knowing Jesus three times.  We know he was the spokesman for the church on the Day of Pentecost, and that in response to the first sermon Peter ever gave 3000 people became followers of Jesus.  We know from other historical writings that Peter was put to death by crucifixion at the hands of Nero in 65 A.D. in Rome, and that Peter asked to be crucified upside down, not considering himself worthy to be crucified in the same as his Lord.
Bible students also tell us that Peter likely wrote the letter of 1st Peter from Rome about two or three years before his death.  So in the bigger picture, this letter is written about 30 to 35 years after the death and resurrection of Jesus.  We don’t know for sure, but Peter was likely about my age or slightly older when he wrote this.
So one more question to answer as we get acquainted with this letter – who was it written to?  That first verse tells us that Peter’s audience was scattered throughout five parts of what is now Northern Turkey.  So how, we ask, did people in Northern Turkey become followers of the Jesus who had lived and died many hundreds of miles away in the land of Israel?  I think the word “scattered” is actually a clue.  Maybe you remember that on the day Jesus ascended into heaven he commanded his disciples to be his witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea, Samaria and to the uttermost parts of the earth.  (Acts 1:8) But eight chapters later in the Book of Acts the disciples are still stuck in Jerusalem.  So God intervenes to strongly encourage the first Christians to move out of the comfort of home and to spread the Gospel to the rest of the world, like Jesus had commanded them to do.  And notice how God does it; listen to this from Acts 8: “On that day a great persecution broke out against the church at Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria.” (Acts 8:1)  The good news about Jesus made it to places like Northern Turkey because God scattered the Christians by allowing them to be persecuted.  In other words, God used something evil – the persecution of the early church – to accomplish something good – the spread of the Gospel to foreign lands.  
And when you read 1st Peter you will discover that the Christians reading this letter are themselves experiencing hardship and persecution.  So right in the first sentence Peter slips in this reminder about how God used the persecution of others to make it possible for them to become followers of Jesus themselves.  God scattered the first church, and now Peter is writing to believers scattered throughout Northern Turkey, who are Christians because God used the persecution of the early church for their good.  And that’s a theme that we will see over and over again in this book, that we as followers of Jesus need to hang in there when times are hard because our God is a God who promises to use our hardship for our good and for the good of others.

Let’s Get Started – Be Strange
Now that we’re acquainted with some of the background of 1st Peter, let’s dig into the text a little bit and see what Peter has to say to his first readers and to us.  And notice how Peter first addresses his hearers – “to God’s elect, strangers in the world, scattered throughout” the lands of Northern Turkey, “who have been chosen …”  I know these seem a little bit like “throwaway” words, like Peter is just clearing his throat, like he’s just warming up before he gets to the important stuff.  But in actuality Peter has already jumped into a couple of the main themes of this book in these first two verses.  
Let’s take a minute and explore the phrase “strangers in the world.”  What does Peter mean by that?  We can guess what he means; we all know what it means to be a stranger.  When I was halfway through 3rd grade our family moved, and I still remember walking into my new school and my new class.  Everyone else there knew each other.  They had nicknames they had given each other, they each had their favorite place to sit at lunchtime, they had their own routines for recess.  I was the new kid; I was the stranger in that world.  Have you ever felt like that, like you’re the outsider, the one who doesn’t fit in, the stranger?  
Peter uses this same word “stranger” three times in this letter.  In 1 Peter 1:17 he writes, “Live your lives as strangers here in reverent fear.”  And in 1 Peter 2:11 Peter writes, “Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires.”  And there’s another word we know something about – “alien.”  We see it in the papers all the time – a “resident alien” is someone who is legally permitted to live in a country that is foreign to him.  An “illegal alien” is someone who is not authorized to live in that country, and so he does not have the same rights as a citizen.  Peter uses a Greek word here that had a technical meaning in his day; it referred to someone who was permitted to live in a foreign country but who did not enjoy the legal protections and rights of citizens.  The Greek word Peter uses for “stranger” referred to people who resided in a place but who stayed there only for a brief time.  In other words, Peter is writing this letter to people on the fringes of society, to the marginalized, to those who had fallen between the cracks, to transients and castaways.  This letter is written to people who are very much aware that they don’t fit in, that they’re different, that they don’t belong.  They are aliens and strangers.
Since I’ve already told you about all the TV I watch, I might as well confess that I am a fan of the show “Glee.”  One of my kids suggested I should do a “Glee” series, and when I asked why I thought she had a really good point.  She said that “Glee” is a show about a bunch of kids in the school glee club who don’t fit in anywhere.  Some of them are geeks, some are overweight, one is in a wheelchair, there’s the former captain of the cheerleaders who got pregnant and got thrown off the cheer squad, and then there are the really insecure and kind of annoying prima donna vocalists.  In the suburban, Middle America, high school world, they are aliens and strangers.

And in a very real way, so are all of us who follow Jesus.  A “stranger,” remember, in the sense Peter uses that term, is someone who is a temporary resident.  He lives somewhere that’s not his home, where he is not a citizen.  The Apostle Paul said it like this: “But our citizenship is in heaven.  And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ.” (Philippians 3:20)  The author of the Book of Hebrews uses these same words in reference to the great men and women of faith of the Old Testament when he says, “All these people were still living by faith when they died.  They did not receive the things promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance.  And they admitted that they were aliens and strangers on earth.” (Hebrews 11:13)  
So in a very real sense God wants us as his followers to “be strange.”  That doesn’t mean he wants us to be weird or to be quirky or to be annoying.  But he does ask us to remember that this world is not our home; heaven is our home.  While we may be American citizens, our ultimate citizenship is in the kingdom of God.  Our primary allegiance is not to a nation or a state or a professional sports team; our primary allegiance is to the Lord Jesus Christ.

Now what does it look like to “be strange?”  What does it look like to live as strangers and aliens?  Look back at 1 Peter 1:1-2 again for just a second.  Peter addresses his readers as strangers who have been scattered throughout the land, but he also addresses them as “God’s elect” who have been “chosen” by God for a specific purpose – “for obedience to Jesus Christ.”  I suspect that word “chosen” meant a lot to Peter, since Jesus very specifically chose Peter to be one of the Twelve who would follow him.  So Peter wants his readers to know that even though they’re just a bunch of strangers, aliens and outcasts, they belong to the people of God.  When no one else wanted them, God chose them.  And he chose them to be obedient to his Son.  He chose them to be distinguished by their character.
My son gave me a book he read called “The Culturally Savvy Christian” by Dick Staub, apparently suggesting that I could become a bit savvier myself.  The author offers a critique of the way many of us as Christians relate to our American culture and its values.  One way he labels “cocooning.”  This, he suggests, is not how God wants us to live as aliens and strangers in the world.  God does not call us to live in a Christian cocoon, where our only friends are Christians, we only shop from the Christian yellow pages, we only listen to Christian radio stations, and we only send our kids to Christian schools if we send them to school at all.  Staub says that Jesus did not command us to isolate us from our culture, but to impact our culture.  So to be strange does not mean to live in a Christian cocoon.

Another ineffective way of relating to our American culture, Staub writes, is to be “combative.”  Some Christians, Staub observes, have essentially declared war on our culture.  Writes Staub, “They view the church as the final restraining force against evil and themselves as combatants enlisted in a life-or-death war against a secular, godless culture … In such an us-vs.-them political environment, hostile talk is seen as justified and becomes commonplace.”  So is that what it looks like to live as aliens and strangers in the world?  Does it mean we’re supposed to go on the attack?
Actually Jesus doesn’t call us to attack our neighbors … he calls us to attract our neighbors.  In Titus 2:9-10 Paul instructs the slaves of his time not to rebel against their masters “but to show that they can be fully trusted, so that in every way they will make the teaching about God our Savior attractive.”  

Here’s the bottom line.  This world is not our home.  We are temporary residents here.  We are here for a few short years, and then we will spend eternity in heaven.  Our citizenship is there, in heaven, not here.  And because of that we will never completely fit in here.  Our kids all know that; they know how it feels not to fit in at their high schools or junior highs because they’re Christians.  You know it when you watch TV and you see stuff on some show that makes you very uncomfortable and maybe even angry because it’s so at odds with your values and beliefs.  So how do we deal with that?  Not by retreating into a Christian cocoon, sticking our heads into the ground like an ostrich and closing our eyes to everything going on in our world.  And not by going into combat mode, not by treating our neighbors and world as the enemy, not by going on the attack.  We do it by making the teaching about God our Savior attractive, by living lives of holiness – we do it by developing the kind of character God approves.  And so that’s our goal for this summer.  We will become holy.  We will become honorable and considerate and humble and gracious, all qualities that might seem a little bit “strange” to the world we live in.  

John Wooden, the greatest basketball coach who ever lived, died last week at the age of 99.  Back in the 1930s Wooden developed what he called “The Pyramid of Success” to try to teach high school and college students how to be successful not just on the basketball court but in life.  When UCLA students walk into their fitness center every day, they are greeted by a huge banner containing Wooden’s Pyramid of Success, which is a description of 15 character qualities that are essential to success in life.  Cooperation is one of those qualities, which Wooden describes like this: “Have utmost concern for what is right rather than who is right.”  Then there’s condition, which Wooden explains in these terms: “Ability may get you to the top, but character keeps you there.”  Five years ago John Wooden was teaching the Pyramid of Success to an elementary school class, and he used this poem to explain the value of self-control.  “If success is your great goal, you must practice self-control. Use common sense in all you do, controlling emotions is helpful too. I knew a fish who took the bait – good judgment gone, the hook he ate. My friend was fried upon the grill; with self-control, he’d be here still.”  
John Wooden was right – success isn’t about tallying up our trophies or our treasure; it’s about developing character.  I hope you’ll join us this summer as we climb 1st Peter’s “pyramid of success” in our pursuit of the character God approves.
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