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When we think and talk about grace, we’re usually talking about God’s grace.  We sing about God’s amazing grace.  In our prayers we plead for God’s grace.  At communion we thank God for his grace.  The Bible tells us that we have been saved by God’s grace.
And just as God’s character is marked by grace, so should ours.  We who follow Jesus should be known for being gracious.
So what does it look like to live graciously?  We know what gracefulness looks like, don’t we?  This last winter the Olympic Games were held just up the coast in British Columbia, and we all watched some of the greatest athletes in the world compete in skiing and hockey and the biathlon and luge.  But the one sport that really captivates us is figure skating.  Every Winter Olympics the sport that gets the highest TV ratings and the most attention is figure skating.  And I think we would all agree that the word that best describes figure skaters is “graceful.”  They are the epitome of what gracefulness looks like.

But what does it look like to live graciously?  That’s a little different.  But while the gracious life may not get the TV time the graceful athlete does, I imagine we’ve all seen graciousness in action.  The dictionary describes a gracious person as one who is generous in spirit, as a person of compassion and mercy, as a person who is kind and courteous and sociable.  And in 1 Peter 4, Peter shows us what it looks like for a Christian to live a gracious life.  
Endure Suffering Graciously
Peter’s first topic in this chapter is a familiar one – suffering.  In these first six verses of the 4th chapter Peter encourages the follower of Jesus to endure suffering graciously.  Let me read you the text and then let’s see what we can learn from it:
Therefore, since Christ suffered in his body, arm yourselves with the same attitude, because he who has suffered in his body is done with sin.  As a result, he does not live the rest of his earthly life for evil human desires, but rather for the will of God.  For you have spent enough time in the past doing what pagans choose to do – living in debauchery, lust, drunkenness, orgies, carousing and detestable idolatry.  They think it strange that you do not plunge with them into the same flood of dissipation, and they heap abuse on you.  But they will have to give account to him who is ready to judge the living and the dead.  For this is the reason the gospel was preached even to those who are now dead, so that they might be judged according to men in regard to the body, but live according to God in regard to the spirit. (1 Peter 4:1-6)
Suffering is something Peter has talked about a lot in this letter, and something he’s going to talk about a lot more.  We don’t mind that he talks about it so much, but frankly we’d rather he would spend more time telling us how we can avoid suffering.  None of us likes to suffer; none of us enjoy pain. And yet life is filled with discomfort and disappointment and disease and even with death.  Our hope was that following Jesus would make our lives better.  And it does.  Countless Christians would tell you that there is no better way to live than to follow Jesus.  But the truth is this – following Jesus does not make life less painful.  If you want an easy, stress-free, painless life, then whatever you do, don’t become a Christian, because in many ways becoming a Christian makes life that much harder – better, but harder.
Peter knew that, and so did the Christians first reading this letter, so Peter spends much of his time telling them not how to avoid suffering but how to make the most of it.  Do you remember what he wrote back in chapter 1?  He said, “In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials.  These have come so that your faith – of greater worth than gold, which perishes even though refined by fire – may be proved genuine and may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed.” (1 Peter 1:6-7)  Just like fire refines gold, just as fire makes gold purer and stronger, so suffering refines our faith.  And it will pay off, Peter says, when Jesus comes back.
In chapter two Peter came back to the topic of suffering again; here’s what he said: “But how is it to your credit if you receive a beating for doing wrong and endure it? But if you suffer for doing good and you endure it, this is commendable before God.  To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps.” (1 Peter 2:20-21)  Since you’re going to suffer, Peter tells us, make sure that you suffer for doing what’s right and not for doing what’s wrong.  If you mess up, well then you should be punished; that’s only fair.  But to receive God’s commendation, you need to endure suffering for doing what’s right.  And notice again that Peter doesn’t give his readers any suggestions on how to avoid suffering.  He doesn’t say, “Do what’s right and you won’t suffer.”  He says, “Look, as followers of Jesus, if you’re walking in his steps, you’re going to suffer.  So make sure that you suffer for doing right, not for doing wrong.”  And in chapter 3 Peter makes much the same point when he says, “But even if you should suffer for what is right, you are blessed.” (1 Peter 3:14)  
So it should be no surprise that Peter comes back to the topic of suffering again in chapter 4.  His bigger point is the same as it is throughout 1st Peter – endure suffering graciously.  And in verse 1 Peter tells us how to do that: “Therefore, since Christ suffered in his body, arm yourselves also with the same attitude, because he who has suffered in his body is done with sin.”  
That phrase “arm yourselves” is a military metaphor.  I’ve never been in the military myself, so I have to rely on the movies to help me picture this.  You’ve seen those movies.  When the scene opens everything is quiet.  It’s nighttime, the soldiers are in their bunks recovering from a long day.  Suddenly shots are fired, an alarm goes off, and what’s the first thing the soldiers do?  They arm themselves.  They jump out of their bunks, put on their boots and then grab their weapons, because they are going into battle, and their lives are on the line.  When things get serious, a soldier arms himself.
Here Peter tells us to arm ourselves not with guns but with an attitude.  Have you ever done that; have you ever put on an attitude?  I apparently learned how to do that quite early in life, because I distinctly remember my Mom telling me in a fairly disapproving tone that I “certainly had an attitude.”  Husbands, has your wife ever had an attitude?  You know what I mean, don’t you?  Frankly you know what I mean because you’ve given your wife an attitude yourself.  Sometimes having an attitude is a negative thing; it just means we’re in a bad mood.  But sometimes the best thing we can do is to have an attitude; sometimes what we most need to do is to psych ourselves up to face some challenge, and the only way we’re going to survive is if we have an attitude.  That’s what Peter’s talking about – he’s telling us to arm ourselves with an attitude, the same attitude Jesus had toward suffering.

And here’s the attitude he wants us to have; here’s how he wants us to think about suffering.  He wants us to have the attitude that suffering is going to help us defeat sin.  He wants us to have the attitude that suffering is going to work to our advantage, that our suffering is going to help us become better, to develop our character, to become the people that God wants us to be and that we want to be.  Sometimes we have the mistaken impression that God’s greatest desire for us is that we feel good.  But that’s not true.  God’s greatest desire for us is not that we feel good, but that we be good.  And one of the ways God uses to help us be good is our suffering.

 Peter has more to say about being good in the next few verses.  Notice what he says in verse 3: “For you have spent enough time in the past doing what pagans choose to do – living in debauchery, lust, drunkenness, orgies, carousing and detestable idolatry.” (1 Peter 4:3)   So here’s another reason to be good – you’ve had your share of being bad.  You’ve been there, done that, and you’ve discovered that it doesn’t work.  Now some of us are thinking, “Wait a minute.  I became a Christian in 2nd grade.  I never even had a chance to do any of that stuff.  I missed out!  That’s not fair!”  Have you ever felt like that?  You listened to someone stand up and give their testimony about how Jesus saved them from a life of sin and debauchery, and as you applauded their story there was a small part of you thinking, “Man, I never even got a chance to do any debauching.  I don’t even know what debauchery is, but something about it must be fun or people wouldn’t debauch.”  
But if we’re honest, no matter how pure and innocent our lives have been, we know what debauchery is, and we know Peter is right – it’s not worth it.  I learned it from watching a friend in college named Dan.  I met Dan my first day at the University of Minnesota, in our dormitory bathroom.  When I met Dan, he was throwing up in the toilet, vowing never to drink again.  He repeated that vow every weekend for the next two years, never seeming to learn his lesson.  If you have spent any time at all doing that or even just watching it, then you know Peter is right – that’s enough.  Sin is not worth it … ever.   It’s time to move on.  And if suffering can help us to move on and to become better people, then we will endure our suffering all the more graciously.
By the way, when I say that, when I say “endure suffering graciously,” does anyone come to your mind?  We have all seen many people suffer – some have suffered poorly and some have suffered well.  Some become more and more bitter and angry and mean; others become kinder and gentler and more compassionate and even more grateful.  We don’t have to be happy about suffering; it’s OK to go to war with sickness and pain and hurt.  But we don’t need to go to war with the people who care for us and visit us.  To suffer graciously is to continue to treat people with kindness and dignity and gratefulness.  As followers of Jesus, that should be our hallmark – we endure suffering graciously. 

Offer Forgiveness Graciously
In verses 7-11 Peter tells us three other characteristics of the gracious life.  Listen to what he writes:
The end of all things is near.  Therefore be clear minded and self-controlled so that you can pray.  Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers a multitude of sins.  Offer hospitality to one another without grumbling.  Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God’s grace in its various forms.  If anyone speaks, he should do it as one speaking the very words of God.  If anyone serves, he should do it with the strength God provides, so that in all things God may be praised through Jesus Christ.  To him be the glory and the power for ever and ever.  Amen. (1 Peter 4:7-11)
Probably the first thought that comes to our minds when we think of a gracious person is a person who offers forgiveness graciously.  When we talk about God’s grace, that’s usually what we have in mind.  We sinned.  We deserved to be punished.  But God, in his grace, forgave us.
And Peter tells us that we, as followers of Jesus, should do the same: “Above all, love each other deeply, because loves covers a multitude of sins.”  Now the commentaries tell us something interesting about that phrase “above all.”  They tell us that those words refer Peter’s readers back to the topic at hand in the first part of this chapter, the topic of suffering.  They suggest that the way to read “above all” is like this: “Here’s the best way to deal with suffering.  Here’s the most important thing you can do.  Here’s the best tool in your toolbox in order to suffer well – its love, a love that offers forgiveness graciously.”

And one more linguistic point – that word “deeply” in the phrase “love each other deeply” means “to work at love.”  One commentator writes this: “Peter’s exhortation is that they are to love one another deeply; that is, they are to work at loving one another because doing so in the midst of stress is difficult.”  Peter’s readers were a people under stress.  They were suffering.  They were being persecuted and oppressed.  So what did they need in order to survive?  They needed each other.  They needed people who would love them.  And they needed people who would cut them some slack.
In writing this Peter is probably harkening back to a couple of verses in the Old Testament book of Proverbs.  Proverbs 10:12 says this: “Hatred stirs up dissension, but love covers over all wrongs.”  And in Proverbs 17: 9 we read, “He who covers over an offense promotes love, but whoever repeats the matter separates close friends.”  

I love this quote from Robert Quillen about marriage.  He says, “A happy marriage is the union of two good forgivers.”  They only way any of us can stay happily married is to forgive each other.  And the only way any of us can stay happily connected in a church family is to forgive each other.  It’s hard; it takes a lot of effort.  It doesn’t come naturally to any of us.  But holding on to our grudges is a luxury none of us who follow Jesus can afford.  Life is too hard.  There are too many forces that are already against us in this life.  We need each other.  We need people who will love us and accept us and encourage us and support us.  And so if we are going to live above the hardships of life, then – “above all” – we need to love each other deeply, because love covers a multitude of sins.
By the way, I have to tell you that I find that word “multitude” to be a bit troubling. I was kind of hoping for some sort of limit … like maybe two or three.  But the word is multitude.  Do you know what it means in the original Greek?  It means “multitude.”  The technical term is “lots and lots.” 
There’s a parable about forgiveness you may have heard that goes like this.  Two friends were walking through the desert.  During one point in the journey they had an argument, and one of the friends slapped the other in the face.  The one who got slapped was hurt, but without saying anything he simply bent down and wrote this in the sand: “Today my friend slapped me in the face.”  They then continued walking until they came to an oasis, where they decided to go swimming.  The one who had been slapped got stuck in the mire and started to drown, but his friend jumped in to save him.  After he recovered, he found a stone and etched this into the stone: “Today my friend saved my life.”  The friend who had slapped his friend and then saved him said, “After I hurt you, you wrote in the sand.  Now you write on a stone – why?”  His friend replied: “When someone hurts us, we should write it in sand, where the winds of forgiveness can erase it.  But when someone does something good for us, we should engrave it in stone where no wind can ever remove the memory.”  That’s what graciousness looks like.  Followers of Jesus offer forgiveness graciously, particularly to our brothers and sisters in Christ, whose love we need and who so much need ours.
 Extend Hospitality Graciously
In verse 9 Peter gives us another characteristic of the gracious life when he tells us to extend hospitality graciously.  Here are his words: “Offer hospitality to one another without grumbling.”  
In those days there was a much bigger need for hospitality than there is today.  When we travel today, we stay at hotels.  We go online at hotels.com or at expedia and look for the best deal.  They didn’t have hotels and motels in those days.  Travelers depended on strangers opening up their home and offering them hospitality.  And Peter tells the first Christians, “You should be known for offering hospitality, and you need to do it without complaining.”  

Some writers suggest that there is a difference between “entertaining” and “hospitality.”  I’m not sure if the wording is all that important, but the difference in focus between the two is important.  In “entertaining,” these writers contend, the emphasis is on the host – how clean is the house, how attractive are the decorations, is the food presented well, did the host plan for the right number of guests, is the host attractive and charming.  But when we’re talking about “hospitality,” the emphasis is on the guest – what does the guest need, what does the guest like, what can be done to make the guest feel welcome and comfortable.  

We saw a great example of offering hospitality earlier this year when we hosted the African Children’s Choir.  A bunch of you took eight and nine year olds from Kenya and Uganda into your homes for three days and did whatever you could to make them feel welcome and comfortable.  You cooked the kind of food you thought they would like, you played the kind of games you thought they would like, and you took them places you thought they would like.  Your focus was not on impressing them with your stuff; it was doing whatever it took to make their stay as comfortable and fun and memorable as possible.  And you did it without grumbling when they made a mess, and you did it without expecting anything in return.  That’s what it looks like to offer hospitality graciously.
Share Your Gifts Graciously
And here’s the last characteristic of the gracious life Peter writes about – he tells us to share our gifts graciously.  Look again at verse 10: “Each one should uses whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God’s grace in its various forms.”  When you use your gifts to serve someone, you are a minister of God’s grace.  Certainly God gives us his grace in lots of different ways.  God is certainly able to give us his grace without anyone’s assistance.  But the reality is that God often chooses to use us to be agents of his grace.  
Think about the last time you were discouraged.  At some point in your discouragement you probably did what you should do – you asked God to help you.  And when God answered that prayer, how did he do it?  My guess is that he didn’t send a note from the sky attached to a balloon that drifted magically into your kitchen window.  Here’s how God answers my prayers, how he gives me the grace I need to live above those circumstances that tend to drag me down – he sends gifted people into my life to encourage me and to care for me.  Someone will text me to ask how I’m doing.  Someone will stop by the church and take me out to lunch.  One of my pastor friends will call me and ask if they can pray for me over the phone.  By the way, in case you’re wondering, it’s OK to pray over the phone.  God actually hears those prayers.  I’m still not sure if you’re supposed to close your eyes when you pray over the phone, but apparently God listens even if your eyes are open.  But that’s how God answers my prayers when I’m discouraged – he gives me grace through people who use their gifts to encourage me.
Do any of you ever watch “NCIS”?  It’s the top-rated show on television, so you’ve likely seen it once or twice.  The star of the show is Mark Harmon, who, by the way, used to play quarterback at UCLA in 1972 and 1973.  In the show Harmon plays a character by the name of Jethro Gibbs.  But do you remember how he always introduces himself in the show?  Two or three times every episode he’ll pull out his badge and say, “Special Agent Gibbs.”  Once in awhile someone will call him “Agent Gibbs,” and he’ll always stop the person and correct them: “It’s Special Agent Gibbs.”
You and I are God’s special agents.  We are special because we have been chosen by God to be agents of his grace.  That’s what that phrase in verse 10 means when Peter tells us to use our gifts to serve others, “faithfully administering God’s grace in its various forms.”  You have a bigger job than someone who is merely an agent of the United States Government; you are an agent of the God of the universe.  You are a special agent of God’s grace.  God has chosen to give grace to people in need through you, and he has gifted you to do it in a way different from anyone else.  
And my hunch is that there are a lot of us here this morning who need some grace.  Things are hard at home.  Things are hard at work.  Your health is making everything hard.  Your spiritual life is dragging.  Or maybe you are going through a real time of testing and suffering, and while you’d like to endure it graciously, it’s hard.  So here’s what we’re going to do for just a few minutes – we’re going to pray together.  In just a minute I’m going to ask you to circle up in groups of 4 or 5 and then ask one of you to volunteer to pray for the others in the group, to be an agent of grace to your group.  If you want to share a prayer request with your group, please do that, but that’s up to you.  And after a few minutes I will lead all of us in prayer, and the band will then come and lead us in one last song.  (Perhaps have folks introduce themselves to each other as “Special Agent …”)
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