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I’m not much of a fan of Country music, but I have to admit Country songs can have some pretty amusing lyrics.  Have you ever heard the song by Mac Davis called “It’s Hard To Be Humble”?  It starts like this: “O Lord, it’s hard to be humble when you’re perfect in every way.  I can’t wait to look in the mirror, cause I get better looking every day.  To know me is to love me; I must be a heck of a man.  O Lord it’s hard to be humble, but I’m doing the best I can.”
Our series this summer, based on the New Testament book of 1st Peter, is called “Character Approved.”  Our goal is to discover how to become the kind of people whose character God approves.  When we reach the end of our lives and stand before God, we want God to greet us with his stamp of approval; we want God to be able to say about us, “You turned out just the way I wanted you to.”  And according to Peter one of the virtues that God values most highly in his people is that of humility.  Near the end of this letter Peter makes this point as clear as he can when he says this: “All of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one another, because ‘God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.’ Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time.” (1 Peter 5:5-6)  Yes, it may be hard to be humble, even if you’re not a Country musician.  But if we want God to approve of our character, then we will make it a point to pursue humility.
This morning our text is the 3rd chapter of 1st Peter.  We don’t have the time to go into a lot of detail on all 22 verses of this chapter, so we’re going to have to focus on the highlights.  You might remember that when we started this study I challenged you to read through 1 Peter in its entirety once a week, and if you’ve done that it will really help you make sense out of this chapter because you will have a feel for how this chapter fits in with the flow of the book.  When Peter wrote this letter he wrote it as a letter – in other words, there were no verses and no chapters when he wrote this letter.  The chapter and verse divisions were added much later to help us identify and locate certain teachings.  But we have to be careful not to treat chapter 3 as a separate entity from the rest of the letter; chapter 3 can really only be understood when we read it in the context of all of 1st Peter.  So let me challenge you again to make it a habit this summer to read through 1st Peter once a week, to read it in the same way the first readers did.
Since it’s been a few weeks since we’ve been in 1st Peter together, let me very quickly remind you of what Peter taught us so far.  One of the key verses of chapter 2 is verse 12, where Peter writes: “Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us.”  And what Peter is doing in the rest of chapter 2 and here in chapter 3 is to teach us how to live such good lives among an unbelieving and even hostile world that the world can’t help but be impressed with the goodness of our God.  You might remember that Peter often refers to us as followers of Jesus as “aliens and strangers in the world.”  In many ways, Peter says, we don’t belong here.  Our values are different from the values of the world.  We march to the beat of a different drummer, the one called Jesus.  We don’t fit in.  And because we don’t, there are times when we are treated differently, when our views are marginalized.  So how are we supposed to live in a world that looks down on us, and that sometimes can be quite hostile toward us?
One option is to go into a Christian cocoon.  If the world doesn’t like us, we’ll just sort of go into hiding.  We’ll isolate ourselves.  We’ll only shop from the Christian yellow pages and only listen to Christian radio.  But that isn’t an option for the follower of Jesus.  Jesus did not call us to isolate ourselves from the world; he called us to impact our world.  And to make an impact we’ve got to be involved in the world and in the lives of the people we’re trying to influence for the sake of God’s kingdom.
Another option is to go into combat mode, to go on the attack.  We can march and demonstrate and file lawsuits and go on talk radio and complain about how evil and mean everyone is.  But that’s not an option either.  Jesus didn’t call us to attack our neighbors; he called us to attract our neighbors.  In Titus 2:9-10, for example, 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.”  And that is very much Peter’s point in 1st Peter 2.  His instructions to the slaves are not to rebel, not to go on the attack, but instead to live in such a way that they make the message of the gospel attractive to their masters.  In fact Peter said this: “Slaves, submit yourselves to your masters with all respect, not only to those who are good and considerate, but also to those who are harsh.” (1 Peter 2:18)  
And now in chapter 3 Peter is going to continue with the same theme.  The big issue is this – how are we who are aliens and strangers supposed to live in a hostile and unbelieving world?  How do we manage?  How do we live out our calling as Christians?  And how do we handle it when people are mean to us and when they oppress us and when they ridicule us for what we believe?  And the answer, Peter says, is to live with humility.  Although Peter hasn’t used that word before in his letter, it’s very much the same point he’s already made.  Do you remember what he said about how we’re supposed to relate to an oppressive government?  He said, “Show proper respect to everyone: Love the brotherhood of believers, fear God, honor the king.” (1 Peter 2:17)  We already saw what he told the slaves – submit to your masters with all respect.  And I think those are two pretty good words to explain what it means to be humble.  To be humble means to submit yourself to someone else, and it means to treat other people with respect.  How do we make our lives attractive to a hostile, unbelieving world?  By being submissive, by being respectful and by being humble.
And now, in the beginning of chapter 3, Peter turns his attention to something near and dear to all of us – our home.  What do you do when you are an alien and a stranger in your own home?  The specific situation Peter addresses is one in which the wife is a Christian and her husband is not.  So let’s take a look at what Peter has to teach us about living as a follower of Jesus in a home that is not supportive of our beliefs and values.
Be Humble At Home
A father was trying to explain to his four year old daughter what it means to be married.  She was having a hard time with the concept, so he got out the wedding album to show his daughter the pictures of the day he and her mom got married.  After he took her through the pictures of the ceremony he asked her if she had any questions.  This was her response: “I think I get it now.  Is that when Mommy came to work for us?”  
In Peter’s day that was actually pretty close to how things worked.  In the Roman world in which his first readers lived, the husband was the boss.  Under Roman law, the husband had absolute authority over all members of his household, including his wife.  So when a woman became a Christian and her husband didn’t, what was the woman to do?  How was she supposed to relate to this man who was both her husband and in many ways her boss, a man whose beliefs and values were now very much at odds with hers?  Here’s what Peter says:

Wives, in the same way be submissive to your husbands so that, if any of them do not believe the word, they may be won over without words by the behavior of their wives, when they see the purity and reverence of your lives.  Your beauty should not come from outward adornment, such as braided hair and the wearing of gold jewelry and fine clothes.  Instead, it should be that of your inner self, the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is of great worth in God’s sight.  For this is the way the holy women of the past who put their hope in God used to make themselves beautiful.  They were submissive to their own husbands, like Sarah, who obeyed Abraham and called him her master.  You are her daughters if you do what is right and do not give way to fear.  Husbands, in the same way be considerate as you live with your wives, and treat them with respect as the weaker partner and as heirs with you of the gracious gift of life, so that nothing will hinder your prayers. (1 Peter 3:1-7)
Brenda and I have been married for 30 years.  Brenda is a great wife and a devoted woman of God.  But no matter how many times I read her 1 Peter 3:6, I’ve never been able to get her to call me “master.”  I even tell her, “Look, you don’t have to mean it; you just have to say the word,” but so far that hasn’t worked.
So how do these verses apply to us?  Well let’s remember that before we can apply the words of the Bible we have to go through a couple of other steps.  First we have to do the analysis – we have do some background work and ask ourselves what Peter intended to say by this passage to his first readers.  Secondly we have to do the interpretation – we have to ask what this passage meant to the first readers.  Then we can finally ask the question, “What does this mean in my situation?”

So what’s the background?  As we said, the background is that there are women in the church whose husbands are not believers.  The background is that these women live in a culture in which they are deemed to be the property of their husbands.  So how does God want them to live in that situation?  Well, he doesn’t want them to go on the attack.  Instead, he wants them to make the gospel attractive to their husbands by being submissive, by being respectful and by being humble.  

Now let me suggest that how we apply this passage to our day and time might be somewhat different from how Peter’s first readers applied it, that how we practice submission might be a little different from how the wives of Peter’s day practiced submission.  Let me give you what I think is a fair analogy.  In Peter’s day one-third of the population lived in slavery.  Slavery then was very different from the kind of slavery we had in America, but it was still slavery.  And what did Peter tell the slaves?  He told them to submit to their masters with all respect.  But does that mean that Peter and the other New Testament writers thought slavery was a good thing?  I would say it doesn’t.  We talked a little about this a few weeks ago, but I think you can make a very strong case that the New Testament writers thought slavery was an evil that should be done away with.  And I’m guessing that even though Peter told the slaves of that day and time to be submissive to their masters that none of us here today think that means we should reinstitute slavery in our society.  We read 1 Peter 2:18 where Peter tells slaves to submit to their masters and we say, “Well our situation is different.  We can’t apply that to our lives in the same exact way Peter’s first readers did.”  

And here’s my point – doesn’t it make sense that we have to do the same thing with Peter’s writings to wives who lived in a culture in which they were considered to be the property of their husbands?  I mean we don’t read 1 Peter 3:1 and say, “Well in Peter’s day husbands owned their wives, so that means we should own our wives today.”  We contextualize Peter’s words; we figure out what Peter’s point was and then we apply that point to our own context.  In other words, I don’t think my wife is rebelling against the word of God when she declines my invitation to call me her master.  And if you ever heard her call me master you would think there is something very wrong in our relationship, wouldn’t you?  That’s not saying I would mind if she called me master every now and then, but you get my point … I hope.
So let me focus for a few minutes on what I think we can be confident God wants us to apply from these verses to our marriages and our homes.  One of the universal, timeless principles of these verses is clearly this – we need to live lives that will attract our families to the truth of the gospel.  Our lives should be beautiful.  
And notice what should make us beautiful. The focus of our beauty should not be our clothes, our hair style or our makeup.  The focus of our beauty should be what’s on the inside.  Look again at what Peter writes to the Christian wives of his day: “Your beauty should not come from outward adornment, such as braided hair and the wearing of gold jewelry and fine clothes.  Instead, it should be that of your inner self, the unfading beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is of great worth in God’s sight.” (1 Peter 3:3-4)  So does this mean that Peter thinks its wrong for wives to braid their hair and to wear gold jewelry?  Are gold earrings sinful but diamond ones are OK?  Of course not; that’s clearly not Peter’s point.  People sometimes ask me if I take the Bible literally.  I tell them I do.  And what I mean by that is that I take the Bible to mean what the authors intended to mean.  If you were to take Peter literally in the sense that some people mean it, then Peter is telling us not only that women shouldn’t braid their hair and they shouldn’t wear gold jewelry; he’s also telling them not to wear clothes.  But I think it’s very clear that Peter is not telling us to walk around nude.  That is not at all his point, and we all know it.  His point is simply this – far more important than looking beautiful is being beautiful.  His point to these wives with unbelieving husbands is that the way to make the gospel attractive to them is not by dressing up but by growing up in terms of their character.  If you want to really be beautiful to your husband, let them see your purity, your reverence, your gentleness, your quiet spirit, your willingness to submit to their leadership.  
And that’s a principle that doesn’t apply only to wives whose husbands aren’t Christians; that’s a principle that applies to all of us who live as aliens and strangers in our world and even in our families.  Don’t attack your unbelieving friends and family members – attract them to the gospel with the beauty of a redeemed life.  Some of you kids have parents who aren’t believers.  So how do you deal with that?  With the beauty of your life – by being submissive, by being respectful and by being humble.  You don’t talk back to them, you don’t give them grief, and you don’t blow them off because you don’t think they understand you.  You show them the difference Jesus makes in your life by the way you treat them.  Don’t attack – attract.
And don’t miss what Peter says to the husbands in verse 7 – be considerate, treat your wives with respect, treat them not as your slave or your employee but treat them as an heir with you of the precious gift of life, so that nothing will hinder your prayers.  That phrase “heirs with you of the precious gift of life” is actually a very strong indication that Peter wants the Christian husband to afford his wife far greater honor than the typical Roman husband gave his wife.  In that culture the wife had no inheritance rights; all such rights belonged solely to the husband.  After all, the wife was largely his property.  But Peter points out that it’s different for the Christian.  In the eyes of our Lord, the wife is an equal heir with the husband of the most important of all inheritances, that of eternal life.  And husbands, if you want God to answer your prayers, then you need to be considerate of your wife and to value her as an equal heir.  She’s not your property; she’s your equal.

Look at what Peter writes in verse 8, as he sort of summarizes what he’s been talking about and applies it to all of us: “Finally, all of you, live in harmony with one another; be sympathetic, love as brothers, be compassionate and humble.”  That’s how we live beautiful lives; that’s how we make the gospel of Jesus attractive, by treating each other with compassion and humility.
Let me give you a very practical definition of humility.  One ancient put it like this:  “Humility is attentive patience.”  Guys, let me suggest that our wives would eagerly be submissive and respectful toward us if we were to show them attentive patience.  What’s the biggest complaint most wives have about their husbands?  We don’t pay attention.  We pay attention to our cars.  We pay attention to the stock market.  We pay attention to every score that scrolls across the bottom of ESPN, even if we don’t know what the sport is.  But we pay very little attention to the things our wives tell us and the things they need us to do.  And why not?  Because we don’t have the patience.  It takes too long to listen to them.  Their stories just go on and on sometimes.  And that’s when it takes some humility, the humility of attentive patience.  When we turn off the TV and put away our Blackberry and focus our eyes and ears completely on our spouse, we are humbling ourselves before our partner and saying, “You are more important to me than anything else right now.  These other things are important to me, but not as important as you.  So I am going to listen, and I’m not going to tell you to just get to the point, but I am going to patiently pay attention to what you’re saying and what you’re feeling.”  Humility is attentive patience.
Be Humble When You Explain Your Faith
Now there’s a lot in the rest of this chapter that I’d love to talk about, but for the sake of time let me focus on one other point Peter makes that is key to this whole book.  In the first part of this chapter Peter challenges us to be humble at home.  And as the chapter goes on Peter gives us this challenge – be humble when you explain your faith.  Here’s what he says:

But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord.  Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.  But do this with gentleness and respect, keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behavior in Christ may be ashamed of their slander.  It is better, if it is God’s will, to suffer for doing good than for doing evil.  (1 Peter 3:15-17)
Again let’s remember the bigger context.  These are Christians who are aliens and strangers in their world.  They don’t fit in.  The world is very hostile towards them.  This is a church that is suffering; these are people who are being persecuted.  Peter tells them, “Here’s how you deal with your persecutors – live good lives.  Suffer with dignity and grace.  Show your oppressors that they are wrong about you.”  And in time, Peter says, people are going to notice that there’s something very different about you, and they are going to ask you to explain to them the reason for your hope.  And when they do, be prepared to tell them.  Be prepared to explain the gospel to them.  Be prepared to tell them that your hope is in the resurrected Jesus; be prepared to tell them that you aren’t just living for this life, but that you are living for the life to come.
And how are we to do that?  With gentleness and respect, Peter says.  With humility and grace and kindness.  Because the point is not to show the unbelieving person that he’s wrong and you’re right; the point is to lead that person to Jesus.  The point is not to say, “You’re stupid and I’m smart.”  The point is to help this person – the very person who may well have treated you very poorly, the person who may well have been your oppressor – to discover the hope of eternal life we’ve found in Jesus.

  Graham Staines, a Baptist minister, spent 34 years caring, in the name of Jesus, for lepers in Orissa, India.  On January 23, 1999, a mob of militant Hindus set fire to the jeep Graham and his two young sons (ages 11 and 6) were in and murdered them.  Graham was survived by his wife, Gladys, and his 13 year old daughter Esther.  Shortly after the murders Gladys and Esther were interviewed, and their interviews were reported on the front pages of every major newspaper in India.  They could have used that forum to point fingers and to assign blame and to call for justice.  They didn’t. Here is what Gladys said: “I have only one message for the people of India.  I’m not bitter. Neither am I angry. But I have one great desire.  That each citizen of this country should establish a personal relationship with Jesus Christ who gave his life for their sins … Let us burn hatred and spread the flame of Christ’s love.”  When asked what her plans were and if she was going to return to her home in Australia, she said, “My husband and our children have sacrificed their lives for this nation; India is my home. I hope to be here and continue to serve the needy.” And when Esther was asked for her thoughts on the brutal murders she said, “I praise the Lord that He found my father worthy to die for Him.”
So how did the people of India respond to the grace and humility and kindness of Gladys and Esther in response to their loss and in their explanation of the hope they have?  Masses of people swarmed the funeral for Graham and his two boys – Hindus, Muslims and Christians alike. And in the years that followed, many Hindus and Muslims became followers of Jesus as a direct result of the testimony of Gladys and Esther Staines.  
The most beautiful and most compelling response to trouble and suffering is humility.  Our more typical response to hardship is to ask, “Why me?  What did I do to deserve this?”  But the humble response to hardship and pain is to say, “I don’t like this, but I know this isn’t all about me.  I know God has something bigger in mind in this.”  Joni Eareckson Tada has been a quadriplegic since the age of 17 when she broke her neck diving into shallow water.  God has used her suffering for the last 43 years to lead thousands of people to a stronger faith in Jesus.  And now Joni has stage two breast cancer.  Listen to what she wrote to her supporters on the day before her surgery: “You have always been so faithful to pray for Ken and me – especially for my health. But today I bring before you a new concern. I have breast cancer … You have heard me often say that our afflictions come from the hand of our all-wise and sovereign God, and although cancer is something new, I am content to receive from God whatever He deems fit for me … Yes, it’s alarming, but rest assured that Ken and I are utterly convinced that God is going to use this to stretch our faith, brighten our hope, and strengthen our witness to others.”  What a remarkable and beautiful woman, a woman of great faith and true humility, a woman whose response to more suffering than anyone should have to endure in a lifetime is not “poor me” but instead “God, use me.”  
And here’s the challenge for us.  Peter tells us to “always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.”  This morning my question for you isn’t whether you are prepared to explain your faith.  This morning my question is whether you and I are living with such grace, courage and humility that people who see us come up to us and ask, “Why are you so different?  What’s up with you?  How can you live with so much hope, even when things go wrong for you?”  This morning, let’s ask God for something very different.  Instead of asking God to take away our troubles, whatever they might be, let’s ask God to turn our troubles into testimonies.  Let’s ask God to use our trouble to stretch our faith, to brighten our hope and to strengthen our witness to others.  Let’s pray.
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