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Cornerstone Community Church
This has been a busy place this last week as our Vacation Bible Camp leaders have helped us explore the mighty love of God on our High Seas Expedition.   I don’t get out on the ocean very often, although I usually enjoy the experience of doing something very different from my normal routine.  A few years ago our family went to Boston and had the chance to go out on a boat and see some whales a few miles offshore, which was a first for me.  One year our family went to Hawaii and decided to go snorkeling, so we took a boat from the shores of Maui out to the Molokini crater, which is about a 3 mile trip, and we had a great deal of fun exploring the waters and seeing fish and turtles and even a small shark.  
But here’s one thing I’ve learned about going out on the ocean – you need to be prepared.  I’ve never been a Boy Scout, but I do appreciate their motto – always be prepared.  So if you were going to prepare to go out on the high seas, what kind of things would you do?  For one thing you might take something to prevent you from getting seasick.  I’m pretty fortunate; so far I’ve never gotten more than a little bit queasy out on the water.  But every time I’ve been on a boat out in the ocean, someone on the boat has gotten very sick.  Within five minutes of leaving Maui, there were three or four people on our boat who were feeding the fish.  Usually by that time, it’s pretty much too late to do anything, isn’t it?  If you are prone to getting seasick, your only chance is to do what you can to be prepared.  
Here’s something else I do to prepare for the high seas – I put on sunscreen.  I am Norwegian by heritage, and Norwegians don’t handle the sun very well.  There is no such thing as a tan Norwegian; Norwegians are either sun-burned or pre-sun-burned.  And it only took me one time to figure out that a person gets sun-burned pretty quickly when you’re out on the water, unless you have done something to prepare.
Here’s another way I prepare – I pack something warm to wear.  That seemed counterintuitive when we were in Maui, where the weather couldn’t be more perfect.  But after snorkeling for awhile and then getting back in the boat and heading back to shore, it got a bit chilly.  And one last thing I’ve learned to do to prepare is to bring something to drink.  It’s amazing how quickly you get thirsty just standing on the deck of a boat, especially with the sun reflecting off the water.  When you head out on a high seas expedition, you need to be prepared.
This summer at Cornerstone we in a study called “Character Approved.”  It is a study of a small book in the Bible called 1st Peter, a letter written by the Apostle Peter himself.  And Peter’s message to us in the section of the letter we are reading this morning is very simple – be prepared.  Let me read you the text for this morning and then we will take a few minutes to figure out how what Peter has to say can make a difference in how we navigate the high seas of our own lives:
Therefore, prepare your minds for action; be self-controlled; set your hope fully on the grace to be given you when Jesus Christ is revealed.  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.”

Since you call on a Father who judges each man’s work impartially, live your lives as strangers here in reverent fear.  For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your forefathers, but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect.  He was chosen before the creation of the world, but was revealed in these last times for your sake.  Through him you believe in God, who raised him from the dead and glorified him, and so your faith and your hope are in God.

Now that you have purified yourselves by obeying the truth so that you have sincere love for your brothers, love one another deeply, from the heart.  For you have been born again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the living and enduring word of God.  For, “All men are like grass, and all their glory is like the flowers of the field; the grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of the Lord stands forever.”  And this is the word that was preached to you.  (1 Peter 1:13-25)
Let me take just a minute to give you some background on Peter’s opening phrase, that phrase “prepare your minds for action.”  If you have a King James Version of the Bible, you’ll notice that it says it a little differently; it says, “gird up the loins of your mind.”  We don’t talk like that anymore, but that phrase was actually very meaningful when Peter wrote this letter nearly 2000 years ago.  In those days people typically wore long robes.  Have you ever tried to run in a robe?  It’s pretty awkward, isn’t it?  You can’t run very fast in a robe.  So if a person in those days needed to run, they would “gird up their loins,” which simply meant that they would pull their robe up and tuck it into their belt.  To “gird up your loins” just meant, “get ready to run, get ready for action.”  Today we might tell someone to “roll up your sleeves” if we were encouraging them to prepare for action.  
Let me show you an incident in the Old Testament that would likely have been in the back of Peter’s mind when he wrote this letter.  The Book of Exodus tells the story of how God used ten plagues to persuade the Egyptians to let the people of Israel go after over 400 years of slavery.  The last plague was called the Passover, and on that night God instructed the Israelites to eat the Passover meal quickly and to be ready even as they ate it to leave on a moment’s notice.  They were to be ready to leave as soon as Pharaoh said, “Go.”  Here’s how the story reads: “This is how you are to eat [the Passover meal]: with your cloak tucked into your belt, with your sandals on your feet and your staff in your hand.  Eat it in haste; it is the Lord’s Passover.” (Exodus 12:11)  Gird up your loins; tuck your robe into your belt; be ready for action, God told the Israelites.  And Peter gives us the same advice – get your minds ready for action.  Be prepared to do what needs to be done as soon as it needs to be done.
Begin With The End In Mind
So here’s the question – be prepared for what?  Years ago Steven Covey wrote a best-selling book called “The Seven Habits Of Highly Effective People.”  Do you remember the first habit?  It’s this – begin with the end in mind.  And I think that’s what Peter is telling us to do in this passage.  He wants us to prepare our minds for action by beginning with the end in mind.  

For some reason I’ve always been fascinated by people who have climbed Mt. Everest, the tallest mountain in the world.  Did any of you see the story about the 13 year old from Southern California – Jordan Romero – who just last month became the youngest person to ever climb all 29,035 feet up the slopes of Everest?  How amazing is that?  For the last couple of years The Discovery Channel has had a camera crew follow some teams up Mt. Everest, and each of those crews were guided by an expert who stayed back at base camp and who gave them much-needed advice as they made their ascent.  And on every show that guide repeated the most important advice of all.  He kept reminding the climbers to always keep the end in mind.  Well, how could they forget that, we wonder?  The end is to reach the summit, to get to the top – that’s the whole point.  And the guide kept correcting the climbers: “No, reaching the summit is not the point – getting back down alive is the point.” 
Peter has the same big-picture perspective as that guide.  He wants us to be prepared by keeping the big picture of our lives in mind in everything we do.  So what’s the big picture?  Look what he writes in verse 24: “All men are like grass, and all their glory is like the flowers of the field; the grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of the Lord stands forever.”  Here’s the deal, Peter says – sooner or later, life is going to come to an end.  None of us is going to live forever.  We all have an expiration date.  
A little over a year ago my oldest daughter got married, and on her wedding day she carried a gorgeous bouquet of roses – red and white roses accented with baby’s breath (otherwise known, by the way, as “Gypsophilia”).  That bouquet could not have been more elegant.  She still has that bouquet in her apartment as a reminder of that special day.  But here’s the thing – those flowers are very dead.  I don’t know how much longer they’ll last, but someday Stephanie’s husband Scott is going to sneeze and that bouquet will be history.  And Peter says, “All men are like grass, and all their glory is like the flowers of the field; the grass withers and the flowers fall …” And so will we.
Now there’s more Peter wants us to understand about our future so we can prepare wisely and well.  It’s true that all of us have an expiration date, but the Bible is very clear on this point – death is not the end.  There is more to life than this life.  And Peter tells us what’s first on the agenda for each of us after we die; listen to what he says in verse 17: “Since you call on a Father who judges each man’s work impartially …” At the end of our lives, Peter tells us, there will be an evaluation. That makes sense, doesn’t it?  We’re used to being evaluated.  Every time we take a class in school, the class concludes with an evaluation to see how much we’ve learned and how well we’ve done.  If something is worth doing, it’s worth evaluating.  Well, life is worth living; life matters.  And the reason God evaluates our lives is because our lives matter.  Really, wouldn’t you feel a little cheated if you got to the end of your life and God just said, “OK, that’s it; you’re done.”  You’d be thinking, “Wait a minute!  What do you mean, ‘That’s it?’  Aren’t you going to let me know how I did?”  But the good news is that God thinks your life is so important that it’s worth evaluating, and when you die that’s what God is going to do. 
And here’s more good news – God will judge your work impartially.  What’s our biggest beef in life?  What makes you the angriest?  What makes me the angriest is when I’m not treated fairly.  The good news is that there is no one in the universe fairer or more impartial than God.  God promises to take everything into consideration in evaluating our lives. He will consider our hardships, our handicaps and our disadvantages.  He will consider our best efforts and our best intentions.  He will use the same standard for everyone, no matter what our heritage or skin color.  The Bible assures us of this – when God has finished evaluating us, none of us will ever complain that God wasn’t fair. 
So when we begin with the end in mind, that’s the end we need to have in mind – someday we will die, and then God is going to evaluate us.  Now I mentioned that God is going to use the same standard for everyone.  Peter tells us what that standard is in verse 15: “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 1:15-16)  
For you baseball fans, who is the best pitcher who ever played the game?  There’s some argument about that, but if the question is who threw the most strikeouts, then there’s no debate – Nolan Ryan struck out 5,714 batters in his career.  When it comes to strikeouts, Nolan Ryan sets the standard; he is the pitcher by which all other pitchers are judged.  For you basketball fans, who is the greatest scorer in history?  In college it was Pistol Pete Maravich, who averaged over 44 points a game.  In the pros it was Wilt Chamberlain, who averaged 50 points a game one season and who scored 100 points in a single game.  They set the standard; they are the players by which all others are judged.

The Bible tells us that the standard God will use to evaluate us is himself.  He won’t compare you to your next door neighbor or to Tiger Woods or to Mother Teresa – he will compare you to his own character.  The question will be, “Were you as holy as I am?”  And let’s just cut to the chase – the answer for every one of us will be, “No.”  None of us will strike out 5,714 batters, none of us will average 50 points a game, and none of us will live lives of perfect holiness.
Put Your Hope In God’s Grace
And if that’s all Peter had to say, that would be pretty depressing.  But it’s not.  Look again at how he started this passage: “Therefore, prepare your minds for action; be self-controlled; set your hope fully on the grace to be given you when Jesus Christ is revealed.” (1 Peter 1:13)   It might be the most beautiful word in any language – the word “grace.”  And the best way for us to prepare for the end of life, Peter tells us, is to put our hope in it, to put our hope in God’s grace.  
The fact is that if God were only fair, all of us would fail miserably when it comes time for God to evaluate our lives.  We’ve all told lies.  We’ve all indulged in lust.  We’ve all cut corners.  There have been times in each of our lives when we’ve been stingy instead of generous, mean instead of patient, and selfish instead of compassionate.  It’s not that any of us are all bad; we’re not, and when God evaluates our lives he will most certainly consider all the good we’ve done as well as the bad.  But the standard by which we will be judged leaves no room for error – there is no wiggle room when the test calls for us to be holy as God is holy.  

So the only chance any of us have is if God, in addition to being fair, is also gracious.  And the Bible assures us that God is just that – our God is a gracious God.  He is a God who forgives our sins, a God who gives us second and third and fourth chances, a God who is merciful and compassionate.  

But there is a cost to grace.  Because God is fair and because he is just, God can’t just say, “Boys will be boys” and let it go at that.  And we would be outraged if God was like that.  Imagine that one of your neighbors got mad at you and took a golf club to your car and smashed in the rear windows (why does this sound familiar?) and made dents up and down the side of your car?  What would you do?  You’d take him to court.  And imagine that the judge, after hearing all the evidence, decides that your neighbor wrongfully damaged your car; your neighbor is absolutely guilty.  But then imagine that when it came time to sentence your neighbor the judge said, “I know what he did is wrong, but I’m going to let him off this time.  Boys will be boys.”  How would you feel?  Would you think, “Wow, what a gracious judge!  He’s terrific!  I’m so glad my case was heard by a judge who shows grace.”  I don’t think that’s what you’d say, and here’s why – there is a cost to that judge’s grace, and the cost is going to come out of your pocket.  It’s all well and good for the judge to show grace, but the fact remains that your neighbor caused you damage and you’re the one who’s left to foot the bill.  That wouldn’t be fair, and we need to remember that God is completely fair.  So here’s the question – how can God show us grace when we mess up?  Our sin, the Bible says, causes damage.  Someone has to pay for that damage.  So who’s going to do it?
And Peter has the answer – Jesus.  Here’s how Peter puts it: “For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your forefathers, but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect.” (1 Peter 1:18-19)  Jesus paid for the damage we did through our sin with his blood.  And because Jesus died on the cross for my sin and your sin, God is able to give us grace.  God is able to forgive our sin and to give us a passing grade when it comes time for our final evaluation.  But God is able to give us grace only because Jesus paid the price.
So here’s Peter’s advice – put your hope in God’s grace.  The song “Amazing Grace” was written nearly 250 years ago by a man named John Newton.  Newton was born in London in 1725, and was raised by a very religious mother and a very irreligious father.  After his mother died when he was seven, Newton took to the wild side.  By any standard, not just God’s standard of holiness, Newton fell far short.  At a young age Newton became a drunk, and he developed a mouth that could put the coarsest sailor to shame.  Newton then became a sailor, though not by choice.  In those days ship captains were allowed to “recruit” help by kidnapping them, and Newton was kidnapped one day and tossed on board as the ship sailed for the East Indies.  But Newton was so foul and insulting and so constantly drunk that the captain decided to get rid of him, and he traded Newton to a slave ship.  The cargo of the slave ship was black men and women who were laid foot-to-foot and head-to-head in the hold of the ship.  True to his nature, Newton treated these people as nothing more than cargo, no more valuable than a load of bananas.

But in 1754, at the age of 29, Newton had his defining moment on his own “high seas expedition.”  His ship was bound from London to Africa, to pick up more cargo, when a horrific storm hit.  Huge waves crashed over the ship, ripping sections of the boat apart.  The storm was terrifying enough, but Newton had another problem not common to the other sailors – John Newton didn’t know how to swim.  Newton fought his way through the wind to the wheel of the ship and tied himself to it.  He then tried to steer the boat through the storm.  And it was at that time that Newton began to pray to the God of his mother, as the wind and the rain beat against his face, as the ship was jerked violently back and forth by the angry waves.  He prayed for mercy and he pleaded for grace and he begged God to save his soul.  

Miraculously, Newton survived the storm.  When the storm subsided, he untied himself from the wheel, went to his cabin, fell on his knees to give thanks to God, and wrote the words to one of the most famous songs in the English language:  “Amazing Grace.”  Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me.  I once was lost, but now am found, was blind but now I see.  John Newton was born again when he set his hope fully on the grace of God.
And that’s how we can be born again.  Maybe you noticed that Peter used that phrase “born again” at the end of this first chapter of his letter when he said, “For you have been born again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the living and enduring word of God.” (1 Peter 1:23)  Jesus, of course, was the first one to use that term.  In John 3 we read the account of Jesus’ conversation with a religious scholar named Nicodemus.  Jesus told Nicodemus that no matter how well he knew the law of God and no matter how hard he tried to keep it, he could never be good enough, not when being “good enough” means you need to be holy as God is holy.  His only hope was to be “born again,” to be born spiritually in much that same way he had been born physically.  And if you had a child in our “High Seas Expedition” this week, you should know that we gave each one of them a chance to do just that – to be born again.  That, after all, is how to set our hope fully on God’s grace.  When we’ve been born again, we don’t have to worry about what happens when our lives come to an end.  We can live free from anxiety and free from guilt and with great hope.  
Take a look at this short video that illustrates the life-changing power of God’s amazing grace: [Video Clip: Amazing Grace]
Prayer
Band leads us in “Amazing Grace”
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