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It is one of our least favorite virtues – the virtue of discipline.  It just doesn’t sound very sexy.  Frankly, it sounds a little boring.  Imagine a friend is trying to set you up on a blind date, and so you ask your friend, “So what’s she like?”  What would you think if the first thing your friend said about the girl he had in mind for you was, “Well, she’s very disciplined.”  Would you think, “Whoa, she sounds hot!”  Probably not.  You’d probably picture a person who got up early every morning, ate the same thing for breakfast every day – after making her bed and taking her vitamins, of course – never missed a day of work, kept her checkbook balanced, had her dinners planned out a month in advance, and went to bed early every night after picking out her clothes for the next day.  The words “discipline” and “fun” seem to be mutually exclusive.  If we’re looking for someone to spend some time with on the weekend, we don’t ask ourselves, “Who’s the most disciplined person I know?”  We ask, “Who do I know who knows how to have fun?”  By the way, I have a hunch that when my friends ask that question, my name does not immediately leap to mind.

But while discipline might not be the sexiest virtue, every one of us would admit that it’s very much a virtue.  Most of us wish we had more of it.  Motivational speaker Jim Rohn says this about discipline: “We must all suffer from one of two pains – the pain of discipline or the pain of regret.  The difference is discipline weighs ounces while regret weighs tons.”  And we know he’s right.  We know that discipline is often hard, but we also know that life cannot be lived well without it.

And Peter agrees.  Three times in this short letter we’ve been studying this summer Peter exhorts the follower of Jesus to be disciplined.  Peter says it like this – “be self-controlled.”  Back in the first chapter Peter writes, “Therefore, prepare your minds for action; be self-controlled.” (1 Peter 1:13)  In the fourth chapter Peter says, “The end of all things is near.  Therefore, be clear minded and self-controlled so that you can pray.” (1 Peter 4:7)  And here in the fifth and last chapter of his letter Peter writes, “Be self-controlled and alert.  Your enemy the devil is prowling around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.” (1 Peter 5:8)  If we are going to develop the kind of character that God approves, we need, Peter tells us, to be disciplined.
This morning, as we conclude our study of the Apostle Peter’s first letter to the early church, we’re going to briefly look at three disciplines we would be wise to incorporate into our lives.  None of them are sexy, I will grant you.  But I can also tell you that there is nothing more attractive in the long run than the person who has developed the kinds of self-control Peter describes in these verses.  No one will look at this kind of person and say, “Whoa, he’s hot!”  But every one of us will look at this kind of a person and say, “There is no one I’d rather be with than someone just like that.”
The Discipline of Bowing Low
So here are the three disciplines we’re going to take a quick look at today – the discipline of bowing low, the discipline of letting go and the discipline of saying no.  Take a look at the first six verses of the fifth chapter with me and I will explain what I mean.  Here’s how Peter begins:
To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder, a witness of Christ’s sufferings and one who also will share in the glory to be revealed: Be shepherds of God’s flock that is under your care, serving as overseers – not because you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not greedy for money, but eager to serve; not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock.  And when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the crown of glory that will never fade away.

Young men, in the same way be submissive to those who are older.  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 5:1-6)
Now Peter starts out talking specifically to the elders of the church, to those who are in positions of responsibility and leadership, and he concludes this section by basically giving the same message to all of us, which is this – be willing to bow low.  To the leaders he says, “Be eager to serve.”  That’s what it means to be a leader in the church; it means to be a servant.  To be a leader in the church does not mean you get a reserved parking spot; it doesn’t mean you get a discount on your tithe; it doesn’t mean you get to pick the easiest jobs.  It means being a servant.  It means having a sacred responsibility to be an example to everyone else.  Being a leader in a church requires a very particular discipline – the discipline of bowing low.
Look for a moment at verse 5 – Peter says, “All of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one another.” That phrase “clothe yourselves with humility” is actually a very vivid Greek phrase that literally means “put on the apron a servant wears.”  And I suspect Peter had a very specific event in mind when he wrote those words.  Can you guess what I’m thinking of?  It’s described in John 13.  Jesus gathered with the Twelve on the night before his crucifixion.  It was the custom in that day that the host would provide a slave who would wash the dirty, dusty feet of each of the guests when they came to the home.  In the hierarchy of slaves, in fact, this job fell to the lowest slave in the pecking order.  On this night there was no slave around to do the job.  So who did it?  Jesus. The text says, “Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under his power, and that he had come from God and was returning to God; so he got up from the meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around his waist.  After that, he poured water into a basin and began to wash his disciples’ feet, drying them with the towel that was wrapped around him.” (John 13:3-5)  Jesus, the Lord of all, put on the apron a servant wears and washed the crusty feet of his followers.  The Lord of all became the servant of all.  In humility, he bowed low.
And Peter says to us, “All of us, and especially we who are leaders, need to put on the apron a servant wears.  Like our Lord, we need to bow low and serve each other.”  

By the way, if you’re ever feeling depressed, one of the best things you can do for yourself, science tells us, is to serve someone else.  Not long ago researchers at Emory University did a study of people who “put on the apron a servant wears” and did something for someone else, without any expectation of reward or compensation.  And what these scientists found in studying the brain chemistry of those who served was that the act of serving released dopamine and endorphins into their brain that made them feel energetic and happy.  It takes discipline to bow low and to become a servant, but the fact is that God has wired us up so that we actually benefit in tangible, physical ways from acting altruistically.   

We have a lot of people around here who have learned the discipline of bowing low, who eagerly put on the apron a servant wears and in a variety of ways wash our feet and care for our needs.  From time to time we will stop and honor one of those folks; we call it the servant of the month award.  Today I want to honor someone who should get far more than a servant of the month award – she deserves a lifetime achievement award.  Now some might say that it’s not hard for her to bow low because she’s already so short, but despite her diminutive size DD stands as a giant not just in our church but in the kingdom of God.  So this morning I want to invite Denise Schmidt to come up so we can thank her and honor her for all she does to serve each of us in the Cornerstone family.
Servant of the Month
The Discipline of Letting Go
So the first discipline we need to acquire in developing the character that God approves is the discipline of bowing low.  The second discipline Peter exhorts us to acquire is the discipline of letting go.  Look at verses 6 and 7: “Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time.  Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you.” (1 Peter 5:6-7)  
So let me ask you – do you have any anxieties in your life?  Is there anything that keeps you awake at night, any fears that get your stomach churning, any worries that keep pile-driving their way into your thoughts?  We all have them.  We get a pain that lasts more than a few days, and pretty soon we’re worried we have a tumor.  We get laid off from our job and we can’t sleep worrying about how we’re going to pay the bills.  We’ll be starting a new school in a few days, and we’re anxious about how we’re going to fit in and whether we’ll be able to cut it.  We hear noises in the house –“Do we have termites?  Is there something wrong with our pipes?  What could those noises be?”  And if we don’t have enough to worry about for ourselves, well, there are plenty of people we care about whose worries we can assume.  We worry for the health and safety of our kids.  We worry about our aging parents.  
Worry is natural to us.  No one had to teach us how to be anxious.  And what we need to overcome our worry is discipline – the discipline of letting go.  We need to learn to cast our anxiety onto God, trusting that he really does care for us, that he really is a mighty God who can handle the troubles that try to trip us up.  
Corrie Ten Boom, many of you know, spent years in a Nazi concentration camp during World War 2 after having been arrested for hiding her Jewish neighbors from the Germans.  She’s written a number of books about the lessons God taught her over the years, and here’s one of her most famous quotes on the matter of worry: “Worry does not empty tomorrow of its sorrow; it empties today of its strength.”  And here’s another one from Corrie: “Worry is like a rocking chair – it keeps you moving, but it doesn’t get you anywhere.”  And most of us understand her point; we know she’s right, we know that worry isn’t helpful.  But we’re just so good at it.  It comes so easily.  To many of us worry is second nature.
So we need a new nature.  We need to let go of our old nature and put on a new nature.  When we become followers of Jesus, the Bible tells us, we get a new nature, the very nature of God.  In fact, while we’re not going to study Peter’s second letter, let me show you just a couple of verses from the beginning of that letter that make this very point.  Here’s what Peter writes: “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness.  Through these he has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in the divine nature …” (2 Peter 1:3-4)  When you gave your life to Jesus, God came to live in you through the Holy Spirit and to give you the very nature of God.  That doesn’t mean you are God – there’s only one God. But you do have in you a new nature, God’s nature, to enable you to live differently than you lived before and to live above your anxieties and fears.  
Now let’s go back to 1 Peter 5:6-7 for a moment.  Notice that before Peter tells us to cast all our anxiety on God that we are to first humble ourselves under God’s mighty hand.  That phrase “God’s mighty hand” is a phrase used many times in the Hebrew Scriptures, particularly to describe God’s deliverance of the people of Israel from their slavery to the Egyptians.  In Exodus 13 Moses instructs the people to observe Passover in remembrance of the way God saved them out of Egypt, and four times in that chapter alone Moses says, “For the Lord brought you out of Egypt with his mighty hand.” (Exodus 13:3, 9, 14, 16)  And with that image in mind, Peter tells the church of his day, “Look, you can trust God with your cares.  He is a mighty God.  He will take care of you.  He will deliver you.  He is stronger than your strongest fears.  So humble yourself before him and cast all your anxiety on him, because he is a mighty God and because you matter to him.”
So let go.  Let go of your anxieties; let go of your fears.  It takes discipline.  It might feel a little unnatural to those of us who have practiced the art of worry for so many years, but we can do it because we have been given a new nature, a divine nature.  And maybe you might need to do something tangible as a way of developing this discipline, like some others have done before us.  Some have found it helpful to write down their concerns and their fears.  And as your act of letting it go and casting it on God, you can do a couple of things.  I often make a “to do” list, and when something on that list gets done, I cross it off.  So maybe you can do that – write up your list, and then cross off all your cares as a way of letting them go.  Some people crumple them up and throw them away.  If you have a shredder, that might be kind of fun.  But it just might help you to develop this discipline to do something tangible as your way of casting all your cares on the God who cares so much for you.  Learn the discipline of letting go.
The Discipline of Saying No
Finally, the third discipline we need to acquire as we develop the character that God approves is the discipline of saying no.  Look at what Peter writes next:
Be self-controlled and alert.  Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.  Resist him, standing firm in the faith, because you know that your brothers throughout the world are undergoing the same kind of sufferings.  

And the God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ, after you have suffered a little while, will himself restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast.  To him be the power for ever and ever.  Amen.  (1 Peter 5:8-11)
I don’t know if you think much about the devil; I don’t know if you even believe in him.  Of course, just as believing something doesn’t make it true, not believing in something doesn’t mean it isn’t true.  The Bible assures us that this is true – Satan is real, and he is our enemy, and he is powerful.  But he is not so powerful that we can’t resist him.  He is not so powerful that he can make us think things or say things or do things we don’t choose to do.  We can, as followers of Jesus, say no when Satan tempts us to act in ways we know are ungodly and unhealthy.  It takes discipline.  It means we have to be self-controlled.  But do you remember that first quote I shared with you this morning about discipline?  Here is it again: “We must all suffer from one of two pains – the pain of discipline or the pain of regret.  The difference is discipline weighs ounces while regret weighs tons.”  Those are our options – the pain of discipline or the pain of regret.  And Peter’s advice is this – if you don’t want to live a life filled with regret, develop the discipline of saying no.
Last year the Discovery Channel aired a terrific miniseries called “Life,” and in one episode I saw a great example of how, according to wildlife experts, lions go about selecting their prey.  They start by simply watching a herd.  They know that even for them it’s too dangerous to try to attack a herd; they would invariably be trampled to death by the herd.  So they wait and watch.  They try to identify the weaker members of the herd, and then they wait to see if that animal wanders away from the herd.  If it doesn’t wander away on its own, the lion will circle and roar in an effort to separate the prey from the larger herd.  And once that animal is isolated from the herd, the lion strikes and devours his prey.
I don’t think it’s any secret that Satan uses the same tactic with us.  He watches and waits until he spots our weakness, and then he waits for us to separate ourselves from our brothers and sisters, from the people who love us and support us and watch out for us.  And once he’s isolated us from the safety of our Christian family, he pounces.  
So we can’t let him do that.  We can’t let the devil separate us from those who care about us and who pray for us and who hold us accountable.  Wouldn’t you agree that the times you are most tempted are when you’re alone?  That’s why groups like AA have sponsors, so when the recovering addict is tempted he or she has a person to call to give them support and encouragement.  There is no shame in us telling each other that we’re tempted by something.  After all, to be tempted isn’t a sin; we’re all tempted.  It’s saying “yes” to the temptation that’s a sin.  So let’s not be afraid to talk to each other about those things that Satan uses to drag us down.  Let’s learn to lean on each other and to help each other to develop the discipline of saying no.

And here is the good news.  When we fall, we can fall into the arms of the God of all grace.  Did you notice how Peter described God in verse 10 – he is “the God of all grace.”  And look at what Peter writes in verse 12: “With the help of Silas, whom I regard as a faithful brother, I have written to you briefly, encouraging you and testifying that this is the true grace of God. Stand fast in it.” (1 Peter 5:12)  As Peter concludes his letter, he does so by reminding us that our God is a God of grace, and encouraging us to stand fast in God’s grace.

Chuck Swindoll years ago wrote a short poem in his attempt to capture the meaning of grace.  He patterned it on the story of Humpty Dumpty.  You know the story – Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall, Humpty Dumpty had a great fall, all the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t put Humpty Dumpty together again.  Here’s the poem Swindoll wrote in his effort to illustrate the grace: “Jesus Christ came to our wall; Jesus Christ died for our fall; so that regardless of death and in spite of sin, through grace, He might put us together again.”  
We have all taken a fall.  We have all given in to temptation; we all know the pain of regret.  But because of God’s grace, our failures are not final and are regrets are not irredeemable.  And all of us who follow Jesus have experienced the power of God’s grace in one way or another.  We come from broken families, we’ve suffered broken hearts, we’ve endured broken dreams, and we were quite sure no one would ever be able to put back together what had been so thoroughly broken apart.  We had, we thought, run out of chances.  But then we met Jesus, and in his grace he gave us another chance and he put our lives back together.
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