Authentic Community – Themes from 1 Peter (Norway – June 2009)

Introduction
We are going to spend time thinking about community and applying it to us here in Norway, our home context and also to the team going to Latvia. Descriptions of community in 1 Peter – God’s elect (1:1), strangers in the world (1:1), chosen people, royal priesthood, holy nation, people belonging to God (2:9), aliens and strangers (2:11), Family of God (4:17) and God’s flock (5:2). 

- In what sense are we an authentic ‘community’ here in Norway? 

- We are part of God’s community, part of various communities back home, part of a temporary community here in Norway. What is our purpose here? Surely it is to live in intentional community learning about God and trusting Him.
- When we travel to Latvia, we will be going as a united team, with a single purpose (mission), having a common enemy and having a mutual need for one another in the context of the team. 
- We are going to look at quite a bit of 1 Peter and focus in on 5 characteristics of Authentic Community – not exhaustive but a glimpse.
1 Peter 2:4-12  4As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him— 5you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. 6For in Scripture it says:    "See, I lay a stone in Zion, a chosen and precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in him  will never be put to shame." 7Now to you who believe, this stone is precious. But to those who do not believe, "The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone," 8and, "A stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall." They stumble because they disobey the message—which is also what they were destined for. 

9But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. 10Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy. 11Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul. 12Live 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.

(1) Living stones – building together (2:4-12)

- 2:1-3 – Emphasis is on the need for spiritual growth individually but here in 2:4-10 the emphasis is on growing together / building together
- Peter says that ‘as we come to Him, the living stone…we are being built into a spiritual house’ (2:5) - God’s spiritual house (image of the temple) is about people, this first metaphor of a house is metaphorical. It is a spiritual house because God’s people are filled with God’s Spirit. Why a spiritual house? Because we are filled with the Spirit 
- Christ is THE ‘Living stone’, the foundation cornerstone (locking the structure together, upon which the structure is built) and the capstone (up to which it grows). Eph 2:19-22, 1 Cor 3:11

- We are ‘like living stones’ – by itself a stone has little use but joined together with others it becomes part of a building. Living stones have purpose to be part of the whole structure. We have purpose in being part of the whole.
- The second metaphor is not so much about the structure but those who function in that building. The responsibilities to worship (offering spiritual sacrifices 2:5) and to witness (declaring the praises 2:9)

- More in a minute on this but first some application

- What hinders community? 

(1) When we refuse to be part of God’s spiritual house; isolation/separation hinders growth / community. We grow by growing together, isolation/ separation has an impact on the community – we need each other

(2) When we refuse to play our part in being built together; building together requires living, working and serving together

(3) When we are not relying on the ‘Living stone’; He who holds / locks us together as one

What does it look like for us to play our part in growing / building community this week, during the course of this mission trip and back home?

Message 2:5 “Present yourselves as building stones for the construction of a sanctuary vibrant with life, in which you’ll serve as holy priests offering Christ-approved lives up to God.”

(A) WORSHIP - Spiritual sacrifices (2:5)

- Peter says that we are a ‘holy/royal priesthood’ (2:5,9) and that we are to offer ‘spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ’ (2:5). 

- In Christ, the promises/privileges of the OT are now ours. Peter is writing about identity, we are…

- What are these spiritual sacrifices? Not about salvation – Jesus is our once for all sacrifice, we no longer need a priest to offer sacrifices on our behalf (2:24)

- WE ARE ALL priests, we all have FREE access to God the Father if we trust in Christ 

- Heb 13:15-16 (sacrifice of praise, doing good, sharing with others, Romans 12:1-2 (offer our lives as living sacrifices), spiritual sacrifices include all that we offer to God of our lives, ministry and service

- What does it mean for us to offer spiritual sacrifices to God this week, during the course of this mission trip and back home?
1 Peter 3:15-16 15But 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, 16keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behaviour in Christ may be ashamed of their slander.
(B) WITNESS - Life and ministry amongst the lost (2:9, 12, 3:15)

- We are a ‘holy nation’, we are chosen, we belong to the King and part of His royal family, children of God. Peter quotes “Be Holy, because I am holy” (1:13), we are to reflect God’s character and commands. We are aliens / strangers, this is not our home and we should be different/distinctive.

- It should be natural to ‘declare the praises/excellencies of Him who called us out of darkness into His wonderful light’. We are not called to be witnesses, WE ARE witnesses

- The impact of our witness is significantly impacted by our own pursuit of Godliness (2:11) and by our willingness to live amongst the lost. How can we declare God’s praises to a lost and needy world if we are not interacting with that same lost and needy world? Community is outward looking, it is inclusive and encourages relationships to develop both within and beyond the community…not some holy huddle!
- Part of our spiritual sacrifices are to declare the praises of the God who made us, ‘to live such good lives amongst the pagans that they may see our good deeds and glorify God’ (2:12).

- Peter encourages not only to live distinctive godly lives but ALSO to ‘always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that we.’
Example: Stacey and YK
- What contact do we have with the lost? What impact are we and the communities that we are part of having upon the lives of those we are living with, studying with, working with? Are we causing them to ask questions of our lives, our hope?

1 Peter 1:22 22Now 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.

1 Peter 2:17 17Show proper respect to everyone: Love the brotherhood of believers, fear God, honour the king.
1 Peter 3:8 8Finally, all of you, live in harmony with one another; be sympathetic, love as brothers, be compassionate and humble.

1 Peter 4:8 8Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins.

(2) Characterised by Love (1:22, 2:17, 3:8, 4:8)

- Love is an intrinsic characteristic of an authentic community

- Peter says in 1:22 / 4:8 that we should ‘love one another deeply’; this word deeply denotes supreme effort, literally straining every muscle. It should come from the heart / a pure heart

- Loving one another is intrinsic to ‘being Holy’ (1:15), ‘purifying ourselves / obeying the truth (1:22)

- Peter goes further in 3:8 saying that we should live in harmony with one another, be sympathetic, love AS BROTHERS, be compassionate and humble. 

- ‘Love covers over a multitude of sins’, see Proverbs 10:12, probably meaning that true love will overlook its neighbours faults (1 Cor 13:4-7). It could also be taken to mean that God’s love covers over our sins giving us the motive to love one another.

Example: Pat and Jane hiking up Osen – looking out for one another

- What is it going to look like for you to love one another on the team deeply and from the heart and bear with one another when we (and we certainly will) annoy each other / let one another down during the next few weeks? What impact will an inability to love have on our community and our witness?
1 Peter 5:5-7 5Young 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." 6Humble yourselves, therefore, under God's mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time. 7Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you. 

(3) Characterised by humility and submission (2:13-3:7, 5:5-7)

- Peter devotes a significant portion of the letter to the issue of submission, which he relates to our relationships with the authorities (2:13-17), masters / servants (2:18-25) & husbands / wives (3:1-7).

- Part of being authentic community is submission both within the community (leaders etc) and outside the community (to all those in positions of authority at work, at Uni. and across society).

- Being submissive is part of demonstrating Jesus’ example to others, literally submission means to ‘station oneself beneath someone else and in doing so to regard the other person as superior to yourself (as in Phil 2:3). 

- It does not mean we should be doormats but we do need to have proper respect (2:17) for those in authority (that is God’s delegated authority) over us.

- In chapter 5, Peter describes an authority structure within the church, elders / overseers / shepherds who have responsibilities for and with God’s people. These leaders are told to care for and serve others, willingly and eagerly, with integrity and as good examples to those they are serving. The Message translates 1 Thessalonians 5:13 as “Overwhelm them [your leaders] with appreciation and love.”
- Conversely, the younger men and women are told to be submissive (in the same way as Peters train of thought on submission) to those who are older / in positions of leadership. They are to submit to godly direction leading to an attitude of humble respect for others. Clothe ourselves with humility
- ‘Our humility in God’s hands enables God to use us in the way which will develop our full potential’.

- Within our community and among those we are seeking to draw into that community, what is it going to look like for you to be a good follower (clothed with humility, submitting to leadership) and exercise godly leadership (demonstrating willingness / eagerness to care and serve others)?

1 Peter 4:9-11 9Offer hospitality to one another without grumbling. 10Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God's grace in its various forms. 11If 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 5:1-5 1To 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: 2Be 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; 3not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock. 4And when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the crown of glory that will never fade away.

(4) Faithful service – using gifts (4:9-11, 5:1-5)

- From 2:4-12, we have already talked about the fact that we are being built together into a spiritual house and that we all have a part to play. 

- Peter returns to this idea in 4:9-11 as he encourages us to serve using whatever gift we have received to serve ourselves, NO, to serve others. Peter describes this service as administering (passing on) God’s grace in its various forms

- Peter implies that we all have God-given gifts, which he divides into two categories, serving and speaking. He encourages us to speak the Words of God and to serve with the strength God provides.

- This is not our ministry it is God’s and we need to do it with the ability, strength and determination that He gives to us. We grow by helping each other to grow – there is a limit to how much we will grow if we stop helping one another.
Example: Consumer attitude, ‘what I can get not what I can give’ can be a great hindrance. We love to open up our home, care for people, empower others, spend time with people eating, chatting etc.
- What gifts has God given to you and how can you use them to serve and minister to others? What is it going to take for us to faithfully serve one another as part of authentic community? 

1 Peter 5:8-10  8Be self-controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour. 9Resist him, standing firm in the faith, because you know that your brothers throughout the world are undergoing the same kind of sufferings. 10And 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. 11To him be the power for ever and ever. Amen.

Standing firm together / encouraging one another (5:8-10)

- Finally, Peter also encourages us to be self controlled and alert, to resist the devil and stand firm in the faith. We do have a real enemy who is seeking to devour us, distract us and render our love and service useless. 

- Peter encourages his readers (who were facing suffering / persecution) by saying that we have brothers throughout the world who are also struggling. Suffering and community go hand in hand.
- We are not in this alone, authentic community supports and encourages one another AND we have a God who is the God of all grace, who has called us to His eternal glory and who will make us strong, firm and steadfast (5:10). Hebrews 10:24-25
What is it going to take for us to stand firm together this week, during the course of this mission trip and when we return home? How can we help one another cast our anxiety on God (5:7), to be self controlled and alert (5:8) and to resist the devil (5:9)?
Questions for Quiet Time – Authentic Community (studies in 1 Peter)

Read the whole of 1 Peter and identify what the letter has to say about what an ‘authentic community’ looks like. From the letter, what would you say are the key characteristics of such a community of God’s people? (See also Hebrews 10:24-25)

What happens if Jesus is not the living stone in our community? (2:4-12)

Consider the impact (positive and negative) that we individually and as part of the wider body of Christ can and do have on community. Contrast what helps to build community and what can hinder community? (e.g. think about the themes in 1 Peter such as love, submission, humility, gifting, unity). What community killers have we experienced?
As a group of believers from around the world, what will help us to be an ‘authentic community’ here in Norway? What similarities/differences do you think there might be for how the team travelling onto Latvia might be an ‘authentic community’?

What do you think that your unique contribution might be towards the community here in Norway and the communities you are involved in back home? In what ways have we grown in community?
