Pastor Jeff Williams: September 7, 2008

Virtuous Reality: Part I

We are going to be watching a little short video now that our programming team has put together for us for this series. We’ll be meeting these two from time to time throughout the “Virtuous Reality” series. (This was a movie clip from Disney’s “Wall-E.”)
You thought the Joker’s performance was something this summer. I think we’re right up there with that, so we’ll be watching that adventure unfold before our eyes. Let’s open the Bible this morning to 2 Peter 1. While you’re finding 2 Peter 1, I want you to know who Peter is writing to, why he is writing. This, like the book we looked at last week-2 Timothy, is Peter’s last book. It’s a testamental book. He is going to die very shortly. He speaks about his departure. He, too, like Paul, would die under the reign of Emperor Nero. He is fighting, whereas Paul wrote to Timothy trying to mentor him one last time. Peter is writing to the church to warn them about a heresy, a false doctrine that was becoming pervasive. It’s called antinomianism. Antinomianism means anti-law. There was a group within the region that was teaching that God is so loving and gracious; the Gospel is so wonderful that you can go out and live anyway you want to live, and God will forgive you.  It says, “Go out and commit any sin you want to, pursue any desire you want to, it’s okay because God’s grace will cover it. So live any way you want to live because your soul will be saved.” That’s antinomianism, against the law. There should be no law, and everybody can just do what they want. 
Peter is writing them, and he says, “Listen, we need to live a virtuous life. If God’s called us to belong to Him, we have to fight those temptations. We have to fight that sinful nature. We have to strive to live, be diligent to live virtuous lives.” Then toward the end of the book, he’s going to really come out and attack those false teachers. He’s going to say some very unkind things about them, but he is fighting this battle here. Understanding that as a backdrop, it will help us understand why Peter says the things that he says. We’re going to read the first 11 verses, and then we’re going to talk about one phrase. We’re going to hone in on it. 
Verse 1 (page 1204 of pew Bibles), “Simon Peter, a servant and apostle of Jesus Christ, 

‘To those who through the righteousness of our God and Savior Jesus Christ have received a faith as precious as ours…’” 

Who does Peter think Jesus is? A good teacher? A good leader? Philosopher? How does he address Jesus? God and Savior. He recognizes the deity of Jesus. Can you imagine living with somebody for three years and still recognizing their deity? You live with somebody, and you find out the shortcomings really quick, don’t you? He lived with Jesus and knew Him to be divine.  
“Grace and peace be yours in abundance through the knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord. 
“His divine power has given us…” Past tense-not will but has.  “…everything we need for life and godliness. Through our knowledge of Him who called us by His own glory and goodness. Through these…” That is through His goodness, His glory, and His divine power. “…He has given us His very great and precious promises so that through them…” And here’s the phrase we’re going to study today. “…you may participate in the divine nature.” What does that mean? “…and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires.” Don’t give into them. We can escape them. We can overcome them. 

“For this reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to goodness, knowledge; and to knowledge, self-control; and to self-control, perseverance; and to perseverance, godliness; and to godliness, brotherly kindness; and to brotherly kindness, love. For if you possess these qualities in increasing measure, they will keep you from being ineffective and unproductive in your knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 
Those words seem very similar, but really they’re quite different. The first word, ineffective, comes from the root word of lazy. It means it’s going to keep you from being lazy in your Christian walk. The second word is a word of somebody who is very busy but just not very productive.

Have you ever been really busy and unproductive? You worked really hard and accomplished nothing? Like your last garage sale kind-of-thing. You say, “Listen if you will grow in these virtues, you are going to be productive, and you are going to be fruitful. You’re going to accomplish things for the kingdom.”
“But if anyone does not have them, he is near-sighted and blind, and has forgotten that he has been cleansed from his past sins.

“Therefore, my brothers, be all the more eager to make your calling and election sure. For if you do these things…” And listen to this, “…you will never fall.”

So, theoretically, Peter said, if you actually lived a life with all these virtues and were increasing in these virtues, you’d never fall. You’d never stumble. That’s quite a thing to think about. I’m not there yet; I don’t know about you, but Peter said if a person theoretically did this, they would never fall. 
“…And you will receive a rich welcome into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”

So if you think about this passage as there is a book in it, this end of the bookend is the power and provision of God. This end of the book is the promises; this is Verse 3-4, and this is Verse 11, the promise. In between are these eight volumes of virtues. This morning, we’re talking about the provision, and then we’re going to end the series talking about the promise. In between, we’re going to pull out those virtues one book at a time and look at them-whether it’s perseverance, self-control, love or whatever it is-and talk about what God’s Word says about how that virtue can be cultivated in our lives. 
Now, when you’re first reading this, it almost sounds like a self-help book. There are a lot of self-help books in the marketplace today. “You can do it; you just read this and follow these easy steps, and you can change your life.” Well, you’re the problem, right? You’re the one who got yourself into this mess. How in the world are you going to fix yourself? You need outside intervention. Peter is not saying here that it’s just a matter of your willpower and your strength.

You say, “Well, he says we’ll never fall. Is Peter wanting us to be Superman or some of these super Christians who never, never fall?” This passage is about corruption; it’s about a corrupt world; it’s about a dark world. 

He’s saying, “With God’s help, with His divine power, He’s given us everything we need for life in godliness.” We can, with the help of God, grow in these virtues.
Did you know that Superman originated from a young man’s vulnerability as he looked at the darkness of the world? There are some interesting things that have come to light just recently about the creator of the Superman character.  In 1932, the father of a young man by the name of Jerry Siegel owned a business and was killed during a robbery of his business. Jerry Siegel’s young world was shattered. His father he was so close to was gone. His whole world had come apart. Any coincidence that a year later in 1933, he introduced a character to the world called Superman? He was a boy who had lost his father, and his whole world had been destroyed on another planet. He comes to the earth, and he’s invincible. Bullets won’t touch him; bullets can’t hurt him. The first illustration you ever see Superman in is not action number one. It precedes that by five years. It’s a cartoon of showing the Superman coming to rescue a man who is being robbed at gunpoint like his father was. No question, no doubt where the inspiration for Superman came from. It came from the vulnerability of a young boy. It came as a young boy was looking at a world that was now very scary and dark and wishing there was a savior who could fly in and save the day-one that could have protected his father from the harm that came to him. 
Peter is not asking that you or I be Superman here. He knows we’re very much vulnerable. He knows the world is very corrupt, but what he is offering us is hope. He’s saying, “Listen, you need to understand something. God has invited you to partner with Him in this spiritual journey.” In fact, in Verse 4, that’s the phrase. It says, “You might participate in the divine nature.” Participate in the divine nature. What does that mean? Does that mean that we become like God, we become divine in some way? There are false religions or cults who might take this verse and twist it in that way, but that’s not what he means. 
The word here means a partnership or to become a sharer with. He’s saying, “God wants to partner with you on this faith journey. You won’t walk alone. God wants to be with you. You have a part to play, and God has a part to play.” 

Did you hear about the guy who wanted to get rich? He prayed to God that he would win the lottery? So every night he’d pray, “Lord, help me to win the lottery,” and he wouldn’t win it. Week after week, he’d say, “Lord, I’ll give money to the church. I’ll do good things for the kingdom. Just help me to win the lottery.” He wouldn’t win it. “Lord, you said if we asked anything in Your name, it’ll be done, and I’m asking in faith to please help me win the lottery.” He didn’t win. Finally, he gets angry and says to God, “I don’t understand! Why won’t You answer this prayer? You know my heart. You know I’d help the church.” The Lord answered him and said, “Work with Me on this one. Buy a ticket.” There is something you have to do; it’s not just to sit back.” We have to purchase a ticket. We have to get involved here. 
When I was a young man, I grew up in poverty. My father came from Sweden, as was very common for immigrants. They would take the medial jobs, the hard jobs with little pay. Then after a bout with cancer, he passed away when I was five years old. Our family was very poor. When I grew up, we were still poor; and there was no way we could have afforded college. I wanted to go; my mother wanted to go, so we applied for grants. Because we had so little money, I was able to get a lot of grants, a lot of scholarships from the state that enabled me to get my education. The state did their part; it was as if they said, “We’re going to partner with you to get an education.” What was my part? Did I just sit back and collect the checks, or did I do something else? I showed up for class; I took notes; I listened; I studied; I took the tests; I wrote the papers. I passed the class, and if I did enough of that-get enough credits-then I could graduate. 
It was a partnership, but the partnership that God’s talking about here is much deeper than that. It’s much more intimate than that. We’re going to see what I’m talking about. I want you to turn to Philippians 2, or you can watch this on the screen-either way. Philippians 2:12 (page 1162 in church Bibles), the Apostle Paul is going to give an admonition to the believers in Philippi. 

He says, “Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed-not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence-continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling…” comma. 

Be thankful that there’s a comma there instead of a period. If there were a period there, end of story-you and I would be hurting right now. If Paul said, “Look, there is such a thing called salvation. Work it out. Struggle.” Some people believe that. They still think they work out their salvation, that they earn in some way their salvation. There is not a period there; there is a comma there. There’s another verse, “…for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to His good purpose.”
So God is there. He’s partnering with you on this journey.
Now, you’ll notice in Verse 12-13, each one uses the word “work,” right? We’re to work out our salvation. It says, “God’s at work in you.” Now in our Bibles, the word work is the same in both verses; but in the Greek Bible, it’s a different word. The word work in 12 is different than the word work in Verse 13. In Verse 12, the word work is the same word that we would use to work on a project. “I’m working on adding a room to my house.” Or you might say, “I’m making an outfit for my grandchild.” “I’m working on the car. I’m trying to fix the car.” It’s a project that you’re doing where you’re working on something. You’re involved; you’re participating; you’re laboring an endeavor. 
The second word in verse 13 that pertains to God is the word we get energy from. It’s always used in the contents of working in and through-in and through something. God is not just working with us; He is working in us and through our lives, in our lives and through the Spirit to bring about transformation and change from the inside out. He is doing something for us that we cannot do for ourselves. It’s a totally different word. God provides the energy. He is a catalyst for that change. 
How many of you this morning practiced good personal hygiene before you came to church this morning? You had cleaned up, took a shower, washed your hair, brushed your teeth and all that good stuff? Let me see your hands. Those who did not raise your hands, in the foyer we do have a TV if you could please dismiss yourselves at this time for the good of the body-our body, not yours (congregation laughing). But you did-you practiced good hygiene. As I look out, I see shampooed, combed hair, and I’m really proud of you. Listen, how many of you this morning who cleaned up needed some help? Let me see your hands if you needed help this morning. Oh, got you-trick question. You didn’t need help? You mean to tell me you just stepped in the shower with your clothes? No water, no shampoo, no soap, and you came out clean? Wow! Can you tell me how you did that? How many of you needed help this morning to get clean? All right. Yeah, you needed water; you needed soap; you needed shampoo. You worked on it, right? You scrubbed it in. You rubbed in the soap, and you went under the water and rinsed. You did work, and while you worked on your body, the shampoo and the soap worked in and through. They did for you what you could not do for yourself. The shampoo does “shampooey” things. It removes those things that need to be removed. The soap goes into the pores, and it cleanses you deep in those pores. It does for you what you cannot do for yourself. 
Maybe you encounter a stain. It just seems like you’re scrubbing, and you’re sweaty. It’s just not coming out. You’re frustrated and you’re exasperated because you scrub it with hot water, and it’s just not coming out. You say, “I have to get some help.” You go to the grocery store, and you buy Lysol or Formula 409, whatever you like to use. You come home and you spray it on that stain, and immediately it starts to bubble. It starts to get kind of all oozy and drippy and everything. You say, “Something’s happening there.” Now you take your towel and you start rubbing it, and that stain comes off. What’s happened? That chemical began to work in and through that stain to break it up and dissolve it, so you can wipe it away. It did for you something you could not do for yourself. You partnered with that product. You still had an effort to make. You had to go out and buy it; apply it; wait; scrub it, but you still had something to do. So it had a part, and you had a part. Yours was to work on; the agent was to work in and through. 
When I go to prepare a message, I study the text. I don’t just show up on Sunday morning and say, “Okay, God, let’s teach. Tell me what to say.” I pray and I pray; I study; I meditate; I think, but at a certain point, the Holy Spirit has to come, and He has to help me. He has to give me insight. He has to help me to see things. Sometimes there is a hunch like those words “work,” like “I’m going to study those two words of work and see if there is any difference between those two words, where that thought came from.” It came from the Lord. He’s guiding me on that journey. He gives me illustrations; He talks to me throughout the week. He helps me prepare a message; and then as I give it, I’m working here this morning, but the Lord is working, and you’re listening. He is working in and through this message through the Holy Spirit. He’s working in your lives. So even this morning, there is a partnership going on between the Lord and myself and between you and the Lord as you’re listening to His Word.

We’re working on this stuff, but He is working in us and through us. The farmer plants the seed that God gave. God gave the seed; God gave the soil; God gives the sun; God sends the rain. The farmer has to buy the seed; plant the seed; sometimes water the seed; weed; fertilize; harvest. There is a divine partnership because the farmer can’t make the seed, and he can’t cause what’s inside that seed to grow. That’s God’s part. God does for us what we cannot do for ourselves. We’re starting to understand this now, right?
Remember he says in 2 Peter, “…but if anyone does not have them…” these virtues, “…he is nearsighted and blind and has forgotten he has been cleansed from his past sins.” You and I forget things, don’t we?

Just this week, I went to pump my gas, and it wasn’t coming out. I went in to talk to the clerk, and he says, “Well, you have to pump the gas first.” 

I said, “But there’s no sign that says that,” and there wasn’t. I went back and checked, so I paid for my gas. I have such a habit of coming out to the car after I paid and getting in the car to go; so I still have the hose in the car; I get in the car, and I start driving off. Now, I don’t think starting your car with a gas hose in the tank is probably a good idea, but a fellow actually pulled his car in front of me and stopped. I was like, “What does this guy want here?” 

He said, “You have the hose in the gas tank.”
Then I wanted to go hug him, “Thanks!” I turned off my car. We forget stuff. We forget spiritual things too. We forget very important spiritual matters, very life-essential spiritual matters. Peter says, “It’s very possible that if you’re not seeing these virtues increase or if you’re seeing these virtues diminishing your life, you’ve really forgotten what the Lord has done for you; and I need to remind you of what He did.” So that’s what I’m going to do this morning; I’m going to remind you.
Turn one page over to 1 John 1:5 (page 1207 in pew Bibles). It says, “This is the message we have heard from Him and declare to you: God is light; in Him there is no darkness at all. If we claim to have fellowship with Him yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth.” 

Now he’s not talking here about your sinning. He’s talking about you living in a lifestyle of sin. He’s talking about how you walk in it; you’re embracing it. That's become the normal for you. He says, “If you’re living in that state, then you’re lying. You’re just deceiving yourself. The truth’s not in you.”

“…But if we walk in the light, as He is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, His Son, purifies us from all sin.
“If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.”
That’s the promise. So what is our part? Our part is to confess. Confess comes from two words: homologeo, meaning the same word. It means to say the same thing that God says about our sins. To confess means to be in agreement with God. So I come to Him, and I say, “I’m sorry for my sins. I’m in agreement. You’re right; I’m wrong. Forgive me.” That is our part-to come in faith to confess our sin, to repent. 

What is God’s part? God’s part is to cleanse. Talking about a cleansing agent, he said, “The blood of Jesus is such an effective stain remover that it even removes the sin on your soul, the result of your unrighteousness.” Those [are the] things you did do that you shouldn’t have done or you didn’t do and should have, your sin-where you missed the mark. His blood will remove that, the consequence of that.
Even more, God’s part-it says, “He will not only cleanse us of our sin, but He will cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” That’s the source; that’s talking about your heart. Sin is the act; it’s the result, but the very source is your heart. He says, “God will even work in your heart to change your heart if you will work with Him, if you will partner with Him, be in agreement with Him, God will work to change your heart.” God will do something for you that you cannot do yourself. If you know somebody who has had a heart procedure done-maybe they’ve had open-heart surgery… Anybody know anybody like that in your life? Did they do it themselves? Did they get in front of a mirror and try to unplug the artery? Did they or did they need outside intervention for that? They needed somebody else to do that. They had to cooperate. They had to sign the papers, go see the doctor, submit to the anesthetic and say, “Here I am.” They had to admit themselves in the hospital, put their trust in the doctor. Then the doctor partnered with them to bring about a healing for that heart.
Friends, just like you cannot operate on your own physical heart, you cannot operate on your spiritual heart. You cannot cleanse your spiritual heart. 

If you have some self-help books out there, the best thing you can do is put them in the trash because, friends, you’re the problem. You’re not going to fix yourselves. You need to understand that. You need outside intervention. You need somebody to do for you what you cannot do for yourself. You cannot remove sin, and you cannot remove unrighteousness from your soul. 

So Peter is not giving us a self-help chapter here. Everything he said, every virtue he talked about he said, “This is possible because of His divine power has given us everything pertaining to life and godliness.” We are invited in Verse 4 to partner with Him, become a partaker of the divine nature. So what we’re talking about doing is planting some good seeds here, watering them and watching God grow them. 
How many of you a few months from now would like a nice harvest to perseverance, self-control, love or kindness in your lives? So you’re in the right place. That’s what this series is about. It’s about removing those things from our lives that plague us. We’re going to illustrate this in closing with one of our friends we’ve come to know and love from another civilization. His name is Wall-E, and he’s going to show us right now, so let’s watch old Wall-E here right now and see if this doesn’t look familiar.
You think you get rid of evidence, but it’s right there behind you. You can’t shake it; you can’t move it. Probably as you go through all of this to virtue, there are areas that you really struggle with-perseverance. Boy, it seems like I always quit too soon when opposition comes. Or it’s self-control. You just can’t get a handle on that self-control, that area of your life. Brotherly-kindness: sometimes my tongue is so sharp, and my words are so binding. I really need help or I need to just love more. There is something that you’ve tried to change, and it just seems like you can’t change it. Let’s believe and trust God in this series that He’ll bring about the change as we plant these seeds; as we cooperate with Him, that He’ll grow those in our lives. Does that sound like a plan? Okay, that’s our plan. Bring somebody with you next week. We’re going to start that first virtue. 
