Sunday, January 12, 2014 – New Heights Christian Church, Kent, WA – Dr. Daniel Folden
Jesus, the lead defender of the Christian faith: 
Why doesn’t everybody believe in Jesus?

1 Peter 3:8–18

1 Peter 3:15-16 (NIV84) 15 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, 16 keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behavior in Christ may be ashamed of their slander.

-----------

Wow! I fully expected that I would be preaching from this pulpit last Sunday. Even when I got the call from my brother on Monday morning the 30th that my sister wasn’t doing well, my initial plan was to fly out on Tuesday or Wednesday and return on Saturday so I could be here on Sunday, last Sunday. But in thinking things through a bit more, I realized that even if my sister Carol rebounded after I got there, it would be best for me to stay in Minneapolis beyond Saturday.

As most of you know, even by flying out early Tuesday morning, it was not to be that I would have another conversation with my sister.

I was honored by my brother-in-law when he asked me to give a tribute to my sister on behalf of the family. For any of you who might be interested, I have recorded that tribute as I gave it, along with the pictures I showed as I spoke, and I will play that at 12 noon today for any of you who would like to hear and see my tribute to my sister. Thank you to the many who have expressed your warm and kind condolences to me in the last several days.

Thanks to Micah for his flexibility in preaching last Sunday the message he was planning on preaching today. Though it was not the original schedule, one has to believe that God took charge of our plans and you heard good arguments last week for why the Bible is a reliable source of truth about Jesus.
In the last three months of 2013, Micah and I presented you with twelve sermons on Christian apologetics, the defending of the Christian faith. In the scheme of things, the first three sermons of the series of twelve would lay the foundation for looking at how Jesus defended Himself and His claims to be the Son of God, God come to us in flesh like ours to redeem us from our bondage to sin.
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God has given us a written record of His history of His actions of communicating with humanity. We know that written record as the Bible. It’s important that that book be reliable and trustworthy if we are going to, if you would, “bet the farm” on what it says. So it’s reassuring when, on our behalf, there are scholars and archeologists who have devoted themselves to validating the source materials that make up the Bible as we have it today.

But, even when we have a reliable accounting of what God did from the creation of this world through to the founding of the Christian church about 2000 years ago, we and others can still be weighed down with doubts about the legitimacy of Christ’s claims on our lives. So, it appears from what is written within the pages of Scripture, God is well aware of our tendency to doubt Him and intends for His written record to be a primary means of turning our doubts into belief and trust and confidence in His Son, Jesus Christ. To that end He has given us witnesses who testify on His behalf, not the least of which is His Holy Spirit who does a work of bringing light into our darkness, understanding into our ignorance, and assurance in place of our doubts.
Though I am addressing those of us who have already been persuaded that Christ is indeed God’s Son, come to this earth in human flesh to enter into our predicament so as to provide us a way out of it and into a hope-filled life that is headed to a new heaven and new earth where there is no more sin or sorrow or sickness, I am also addressing existing doubts and fears that we believers may have, as well as how we can encourage others to place their trust in our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

In the initial sermon on this topic where I asserted that “the will is more powerful than the mind,” I attempted to give Scriptural evidence from the parable of the soils that shows that this is often why some people don’t presently believe in Jesus. They simply don’t want to.
In that sermon from Luke 8:4-15, I stated that the first three soils are unfruitful because they wanted something other than what God wanted for them. This is the same reason many do not believe in Jesus today. They don’t want to. They don’t want to make any changes in their lives. They don’t want to make any effort to retain or hold on to the truth of God’s word. They make no effort to preserve what they know to be good. Instead, they invest themselves in things that unintentionally multiply their worries. Their actions unveil the reality that material wealth is more important to them than a right relationship with Almighty God. They are more concerned about their personal happiness than seeking to make God happy with them. This is why not everybody believes in Jesus.

The flip side of this resistant or rebellious will is the receptive will. People with a receptive will to the true God, who want to be good-soil-followers of Jesus, are likely to be committed to reading the Bible broadly, frequently and muchly – because they see its impact on softening the hardness of their hearts, how it floods the heart with springs of living water and chokes out the thorns and weeds from the heart, causing them to grow deeply and upwardly and fruitfully. 

So here’s what I’m arguing for in today’s sermon. When it comes to the possibility of helping a skeptic or doubter come to faith in Jesus Christ, the effectiveness of our role in that process will hinge primarily on our surrender to Jesus Christ as Lord. In other words, the single most important factor needed for us to possibly have a positive impact on another person surrendering himself or herself to Jesus Christ as their Savior and Lord is the degree to which we have surrendered our lives to Jesus as Lord.

Scott Oliphint says this: “The lordship of Christ provides the foundation for our defense of Christianity. If we have not set Christ apart as Lord (1 Peter 3:15), then we cannot be adequately prepared to give an answer for the hope that is ours in Him to anyone who asks.” 

In other words, Oliphint is saying, “The lordship of Christ is basic to our defense of Christianity. Christ now reigns. He is Lord. All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to Him. … Without that authority,” the church is meaningless. As Christians who believe that Christ is Lord now over the universe, that means that “wherever you go, to whomever you speak, Christ is Lord there, and He is Lord over that person.” 

This should really encourage us, especially when we engage with those who strongly oppose us because we are Christians. Just as Christ rules over us, so He rules over those who oppose Him. It’s the same as recognizing that everyone is subject to the law of gravity. Thus, those who think that by denying Christ’s lordship over the universe are somehow by that denial not subject to Him, that is no more true than thinking that denying the reality of gravity exempts them from the consequences of gravity. Jesus Christ is Lord over everyone, regardless how or what they think of Him.

Let’s go now to our text, the authoritative Word of God. Keep in mind that we are heading to verse 15 that’s going to tell us to always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks us to give the reason for the hope that we have. Notice the prior preparation Peter expects us to make.

1 Peter 3:8–18 (NIV84) 8 Finally, all of you, live in harmony with one another; be sympathetic, love as brothers, be compassionate and humble. 9 Do not repay evil with evil or insult with insult, but with blessing, because to this you were called so that you may inherit a blessing. 10 For, “Whoever would love life and see good days must keep his tongue from evil and his lips from deceitful speech. 
Peter is here telling us that our fruitfulness as believers is related to our conduct within the body of Christ. We have been called to live in harmony with fellow believers, to be sympathetic, to love one another as brothers, to be compassionate and humble, to be circumspect with our tongue and speech. When we are these things, Peter says we will inherit a blessing; we will be fruitful.
Peter goes on with further obligations for us.

11 He must turn from evil and do good; he must seek peace and pursue it. 12 For the eyes of the Lord are on the righteous and His ears are attentive to their prayer, but the face of the Lord is against those who do evil.” 

Psalms 34 and 37 must be in Peter’s thinking when he says that when we live righteous lives the eyes of the Lord are on us and His ears are attentive to our prayers. Peter not only says we must pursue good, we must turn away from evil. 

Again, keep in mind that these words are in preparation for verse 15, for our being ready to give an answer for the hope that is ours in Christ. It looks like Peter is saying that our character needs to line up with Christ’s character if we’re even going to have an answer for those who ask us about our hope in Christ. 

And do you notice how Peter is speaking about our conduct toward each other here? He’s speaking about the character of our relationships with each other as members of the body of Christ.

So, could it be that in the sense of preparing to communicate the gospel to unbelievers, we need to be practicing communicating the gospel to each other within the church? Could it be that by practicing the speaking of words of encouragement from God’s Word to each other that we are actually preparing to speak the gospel to our friends who yet do not believe in Jesus?

Could it be that our life together as God’s people is intended to be the practice field for our ministry of sharing the good news of Christ within our network of relationships? Could it be that by setting apart Christ as Lord when we are gathered together each Lord’s Day we are being equipped to speak of the hope that is ours in Christ with people who desperately are looking for meaningful and real hope?

Now I don’t mean to say that our life together is simply or merely a practice field for our ministry of evangelism. What I’m really saying is that there is a continuity between our life together as believers with the witness we give to unbelievers. There’s a conservation of energy here, folks. Our life together is not something entirely different from our ministry of evangelism. Our ministry of evangelism is spill over, is overflow, it’s the bubbling-over factor of our life together.
Peter goes on to address the fears that are likely common among believers in Christ, especially those who suffer for their identification with Christ.

13 Who is going to harm you if you are eager to do good? 
I can hear their response to that question, can’t you? They’re saying, “Yah, we didn’t think there would be anyone either. But, we’ve found ‘em. And we’ve got the scars to show for it, too.” 

Anticipating that response, Peter goes on.

14 But even if you should suffer for what is right, you are blessed. “Do not fear what they fear; do not be frightened.” 
This admonition to not fear what they fear could really be saying, do not fear their ferocity; do not fear their intimidation or rage or cruelty. Peter goes on to tell these believers to set apart Christ as Lord in their hearts. That’s the antidote for someone who is being bullied or intimidated or even harmed. Know that Christ is Lord of your life, of your opponent’s life and of the situation. Recognize that you are Christ’s representative and He will guide you in how to respond in a way that will honor Him.
What we need to ask about the response we give to malicious people is this: Does our response tend to soften a hard heart or contribute to a greater hardness? 

Again, Peter is preparing us to give an answer to those who want to know the hope that we have in Christ. So, not being frightened by a bully may catch the attention of the bully and get him wondering why you’re not afraid of him.

15 But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord.
Peter is saying that we believers need to allow Christ to be who He is and welcome His reign as Lord in our hearts. 
15 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, 16 keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behavior in Christ may be ashamed of their slander. 17 It is better, if it is God’s will, to suffer for doing good than for doing evil. 18 For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. He was put to death in the body but made alive by the Spirit, …
One of the questions that comes out of our text from 1 Peter 3 is, “Why would we try to convert someone to a person when we ourselves have yet to be converted to that person?” 
The underlying premise to my argument is that a huge reason that many people do not believe in Jesus Christ is that one of three steps in the evangelism process is missing.

Yesterday morning at our working men’s breakfast prior to going out to resist the outdoor elements of wind and rain while still accomplishing a task, was to consider Christ’s Great Commission of us to make disciples of all the nations. I happened to be sitting across from Micah as we were taking the test that Joel had given us fourteen men. We started having a quiet, private conversation about what all is involved in the Great Commission of making disciples.

Well, Joel had given us five different verses and asked us to choose which one or ones are “the Great Commission.” Well, I was arguing that all five were involved in fulfilling that commission. We pastors were heckled for continuing our deliberation of the matter after the answers to the test had been given. 

But, here’s what I was arguing for with Micah.

Joel gave us five sets of verses having to do with becoming and being a disciple of Jesus Christ. Set one was John 8:31–32 (NIV84) 31 To the Jews who had believed Him, Jesus said, “If you hold to My teaching (abide in My word), you are really My disciples. 32 Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” 

In the three step process of persuasion, ethos is the first step. It’s convincing one’s audience of one’s credibility or character. It is helping a person to believe that you are a trustworthy and credible witness. In order to persuade someone, you need to be believable. You need ethos. Your character needs to be trustworthy.

Set two was John 13:34–35 (NIV84) 34 “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. 35 By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you love one another.” 

While love is rightly defined as a choice to act in the best interest of another person, it is also an action that expresses and evokes emotion. So, to love someone is to make an emotional appeal and that appeal draws that someone into a relationship with you. This is step two in the process of persuasion. Pathos communicates that you care about the other person. Jesus expects His disciples to not only develop character that aligns with His word, with His teachings, He expects His disciples to develop relationships that are loving, that seek the best for others, that draws people into relationship with them. Character/ethos that honors Christ by showing one’s self to be trustworthy and love/pathos that draws a person into relationship set the table for becoming an effective witness in making known the truth, the logos about Christ, step three in the process of persuasion.
That leads us to the last three sets of verses that are better known as Great Commission verses.

Set three was Mark 16:15 (NIV84) 15 He said to them, “Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation. 

Set four, Matthew 28:19–20 (NIV84) 19 Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” 

Set five, Acts 1:8 (NIV84) 8 But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be My witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 

These latter three sets of verses are the logos of persuasion. They are the logic or reasons we use to convince a person of the truth of Christ and His rightful claim on every human being that He is the King of the universe and worthy of our allegiance and obedience. Logos appeals to the truth, to the facts, to history and authority to complete the process of persuasion.

But, had there been no ethos or pathos it’s doubtful that our logic alone would persuade an unbeliever to surrender to the authority of Christ.

What Joel described for us in Bible verses that focused on the identity of a disciple was the three step process of the Christian community persuading an unbelieving community to place their complete trust in Jesus Christ for everything pertaining to life as a human being. Step one, ethos, our Christ-like character; step two, pathos, our passion for Christ and our love for people; step three, logos, our readiness to give reasons for the hope that is ours in Christ.

That’s what Peter is saying in 1 Peter 3. When we live together under the Lordship of Christ and are committed to living together as He instructs us, always mindful of His supremacy among us, that sets the way for us to truly love each other and serve each other and discover a community that takes on the heart of evangelism. Living obediently under Christ’s Lordship grows Christ’s love for the world within our hearts and we will become extensions of Christ in the world.

As the history of God’s involvement with His world unfolds, what that history reveals is that from the beginning that history has focused on God’s Son as Lord, who coming to us as the Son, yet revealed to us God in all His fullness. 

The interaction that God had with Moses in the burning bush out in the wilderness of Sinai (Exodus 3), revealed that the God who simply is, the One who declared His name to be “I AM,” was Yehweh, the Lord. Further, when Jesus declared Himself to be “I AM,” He was saying that He was the One who showed up to speak to Moses. He was the Angel of Yehweh.
This Lordship of Christ, which Peter commands us to set apart in our hearts, includes both His cosmic lordship – by which He sovereignly ruled and rules His creation from the beginning – and His redemptive lordship – which is His because His work of deliverance is completed, and thus God has highly exalted Him.

This (Supreme Lordship of Christ) must be firmly embedded in our minds and hearts if we are to think rightly about the apologetic task.
 So says, Scott Oliphint.
The more we grasp how significant it is that Jesus Christ is Lord and is ruling and reigning over the universe right now, the more we will be motivated to honor Him in all things, to eat and to drink to His glory. Our best preparation to answer those who ask us for an answer for the hope that we have is to continually let the truth of Christ’s Lordship wash over our minds and hearts. That is what Peter is calling on us to do when he instructs us to set apart Christ as Lord in our hearts.
May we do that together as this geographically local expression of the body of Christ that we are here at New Heights.

Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God.

Amen!
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