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The Difference Christ Makes in You
1 Peter Bible Message Series

Sunday, August 6, 2010                 Pastor Mike Clark
(All verses are from the New International Version unless noted)

Ben Patterson wrote (The Grand Essentials, pg. 61), Do all your work “in the name of the Lord Jesus.”  That means that everything we do, including our work, is to be done in dependence on him, as his servants and representatives and witnesses.  United to Christ, our lives hidden in him, we now bear the name of Christ.  We are his people - Christians, Christ-ones.  We must therefore carry his name honorably in our work.  Hudson Taylor said, “If your father and mother, your sister and brother, if the very cat and dog in the house, are not happier for you being a Christian, it is a question whether your really are.”  Someone called this the ‘cat and dog test’ of Christianity.  There is also a ‘work test’ for Christianity: “Is the place you work and the people with whom you work better and happier because you are a Christian?”

Today we ask the question, are your cat or dog happier because you follow Jesus?  We ask, are your sister and brother, father and mother happier because you know Jesus?  We ask, “Is the place you work and the people with whom you work better and happier because you love the Lord?”  Are you better and happier because of Jesus?  What difference does Jesus make in us; in our families, work, school and neighborhoods?

In 1 Peter 4:1-11, we find 8 ways Christ makes a difference in our daily lives.  There are many more differences found in the Bible, but let us focus on these 8 today.  1Therefore, 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.  2As a result, he does not live the rest of his earthly life for evil human desires, but rather for the will of God.  3For you have spent enough time in the past doing what pagans choose to do—living in debauchery, lust, drunkenness, orgies, carousing and detestable idolatry.  4They think it strange that you do not plunge with them into the same flood of dissipation, and they heap abuse on you.  5But they will have to give account to Him who is ready to judge the living and the dead.  6For 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. 

Let us pause here in 1 Peter and start listing some of the differences Christ makes in us.  The 1st difference is that we become pure through suffering as our suffering turns us to God.  Followers of Jesus look at suffering and difficulty differently than those around us.  We don’t see hard times as having the last word in our lives.  Jesus is the eternal Word, far greater than any situation we face in this temporary world.  We look at suffering and setbacks as opportunities for the Lord to transform our lives.  We look at failure as a learning experience so we will succeed in the future.  We look at obstacles as opportunities to overcome in Christ.  We learn that the Lord only allows us to face trials, temptations and even tragedies so we can deepen our trust in Jesus and watch His greater glory work out in our lives.  This brings a radical change in our attitudes about suffering and hardship.  James 1:2-4 explains it this way “Consider it pure joy, my brothers and sisters, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance.  Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.”  Consider it pure joy whenever you face trials of many kinds!  How many of you do this?  Maybe you never thought you could do that?  Maybe you still don’t rejoice when you face a trial?  But think about your history with the Lord.  Look back at the difficulties you faced before and see where you are now.  If you gave those difficulties to the Lord, you have seen how Jesus used them to develop your faith, increase your perseverance, make you mature, round you into greater completeness, and help you discover His greater blessings.
This message today is for those of you who face financial failing, relationships unraveling, health declining, enemies attacking, addictions abounding, and prospects dwindling.  You are not alone nor are you helpless.  Jesus Christ stands with you as does our whole COV family.  We don’t know why you are going through these troubles just now, but we do know the Lord will use them for your greater life in Him.  We will support you as you watch the Lord overcome each and every one of these difficult situations.  Those of us who have seen the Lord overcome huge difficulties in our lives share with you that God is greater, and you will discover His victories over your difficulties.  You will develop the same attitude we have developed that Jesus will overcome.  Bring it on world!  Suffering cannot defeat us!  We have Jesus the Victor standing by us and in Him we will overcome.  The first difference the world sees in us is our faith-filled attitude when we face suffering of any kind.
The 2nd difference noted by Peter involves what followers of Jesus live for – we live not for evil human desires but the will of God as we discover the emptiness of temporary desires and the satisfaction of God’s will.  All of us have tried some of these evil human desires and found them empty of meaning and fulfillment.  We experienced “living in debauchery, lust, drunkenness, orgies, carousing and detestable idolatry.”  We regret that we lived in ways that hurt ourselves and those around us.  We especially regret hurting our loved ones as we threw them aside in pursuit of money, sex, alcohol, drugs, earthly fame, popularity, violence, pleasure and temporary success.  Go around this hall today and we could list in our experiences about every evil human desire possible.  We discovered not one of them made us happy or better people; not one helped us find true meaning and purpose in life.  We have been there, done that and do not want to return as each resulted in sadness, pain and destruction.  We are on the way back telling everyone not to take that evil path.  We desire to be done with them and not let them ruin our lives anymore.  We turn away from them to turn toward healthy, satisfying and life building eternal desires that come from the Lord.
Are you tired of evil human desires?  I tire of bickering and arguing, and desire God’s peace.  I tire of condemning, criticizing and putting others down, and desire to lift people up.  I tire of doing anything that hurts others and brings them grief, and desire to help others and bring them joy.  How about you?  The desires of this world seem so attractive.  Then when we tasted their sour consequences, we learned to desire them no more.  Are you tired of destructive habits, fleeting pleasures, arguments, pride and egotism?  Then it is time to cut them out.  This is why it is important to let others experience the consequences of their bad choices so they can learn from them.  I remember clearly when I accompanied one of my children to court for a speeding traffic ticket.  It was hard, but I purposely sat passively and quietly while the judge spoke to her sternly.  It was the best thing for her and she learned a valuable lesson, especially when she had to pay a stiff penalty by herself without my help.  The Lord stands ready to bring this change about in our lives.  When we turn away from life without the Lord and live with Him, He sends His Holy Spirit to empower us to live according to His greater will.  His will fills us with purpose.  His will brings abundant life.  As Paul said in Romans 12:2, Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.  Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is--His good, pleasing and perfect will.
When we live according to God’s good, pleasing and perfect will, others around us notice the difference.  Some like it a lot, especially those family members, co-workers, class mates and neighbors who appreciate our new kindness and care.  But some will not understand the change in us, especially old friends and family who want us to keep joining them in the empty and evil desires.  They may heap abuse and scorn upon us.   We trust that God will deal with them in justice, fairness and mercy, if they seek it.  We know He gave us all His grace, and seek the same for others.  We never want to go back to the evil desires that ruined our lives.  We want more of Jesus.  We discovered the treasure greater than all other treasures.  We will not go back, but forward in the greater life Jesus gives us each day and forever.  These first two differences demonstrate dramatically the difference Christ makes in us as He works His good, pleasing and perfect will in and through our lives.

7The end of all things is near.  Therefore be clear minded and self-controlled so that you can pray.  The 3rd difference found in following Jesus involves how we think.  We discover in Christ the ability to be clear-minded and self-controlled in chaotic times to rise above difficulty by talking to Christ.  Before, when faced with difficulty or hard decisions, we fell into helplessness and confusion, not knowing what to do or how to react.  Now we turn everything over to Christ and discover the ability to think clearly and calmly.  We find the best way out of the temptation by following Jesus.  We find new strength and wisdom to maneuver safely through the dangers surrounding us.  We no longer react in panic, defensively and hesitantly.  We react with more self-control through seeking the Lord, able to keep our wits about us and do right, healthy things.  We think differently in Jesus.
8Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins.  The 4th difference occurs as we learn to love each other deeply while we tire of shallow relationships.  Jesus said our love for each other sets His Church apart as the greatest evidence He lives among us.  The famous song shares “They will now we are Christians by our love.”  If COV did just one thing, truly learned to love each other, that would change our lives dramatically and would become our greatest witness to those around us in the High Desert.  Jesus desires this for us.  He gave us our motto centered on his love “Heart of the Valley.”  He empowers our mission statement, “Loving God, each other and our neighbors in Christ’s love.”  We will spend September and October focused on doing just that, learning to truly love as Jesus calls us to love.  Above all, over everything else we do at COV, love each other deeply!  Why? Because love covers over a multitude of sins.

Just this week, I spoke to a courageous young man with a lot of tragedy in His life.  He wondered where God was in His troubles.  He wondered if he could find God in church.  He shared his concern that a church could not help him because church was full of hypocrites.  I told him that God was here for him; that this church could help him.  And, yes, I did confirm that COV is full of hypocrites.  Church is a hospital for hypocrites.  We are all hypocrites needing healing.  William Bennett said, "Every saint has a past.  And every sinner has a future."  The love of Jesus covers over a multitude of sins so we can be freed from them.  Our love for each other covers over our multitude of sins as we learn to encourage and help each other become more Christ-like.  There is no perfect church.  If you find one, don’t join it because you would wreck it.  As we love each other deeply, love covers our sins in cleansing and healing, and that is the biggest difference we find as we follow Christ.
9Offer hospitality to one another without grumbling.  The 5th difference found in following Jesus comes in offering hospitality without grumbling.  We feel the difference between those that make us feel at home vs. those that do a duty that puts us in their debt.  For instance, when people leave your home, have you ever said, “I am glad that is over with.”  Is that the feeling we want others to feel from us, that we are glad they left and the duty is over?  Our grumbling shows our true heart as being filled with pride and not compassion.  Do we have a sense of superiority or hospitality?  Some people’s homes radiate hospitality, a place where everyone feels comfortable and accepted.  That difference opens our homes to be used by the Lord as places where His love flows and people’s lives are changed.  One of the best ways to show someone you appreciate and accept them happens when we open our home to them with a warm welcome and without grumbling.  As we appreciate others hospitality to us, we share hospitality with others.  It is one thing to care for each other on Sundays and an even greater thing to care for each other throughout the week.  Hospitality becomes a key reason why a church builds up love for each other as we open our homes to each other.  That is a difference others surely notice.
10Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God’s grace in its various forms.  The 6th difference found in following Jesus occurs as we serve others with God’s gifts just as the Lord served us.  We discover the joy of sharing God’s grace, encouragement, forgiveness and joy that we know from Him.  We use our spiritual gifts to see lives change around us.  We have been gifted to be a gift, blessed to be a blessing.
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.  The 7th difference found in following Jesus appears as we serve in the strength God provides because our strength is not enough.  To do all 8 things we talk about today and see the changes they bring in our lives takes supernatural strength.  We lack the capacity to carry out the needed purity, desire, clear mindedness, self-control, love, openness and compassion.  We can only succeed where Christ succeeds in us.  That difference magnifies the distinctions between living in Christ and living without Him.  The only way our lives show any difference from the way we lived before, powerless without Christ, becomes visible as we now live by His power in us.  Many churches carry out ministry and mission in their own strength and abilities and see very little change or success.  In the strength God provides, other churches turn their communities upside down.  We want that for the Lord here at COV – to be a Christ-powered Church.  The glory and the power of the Almighty One make the difference today.
The 8th difference found in following Jesus happens when we speak and serve in ways that bring praise to God as we rejoice in being used by the Lord.  Mike Clark does not have the wisdom, love or charisma to help your lives or even keep you entertained.  Without my speaking in the strength of the Lord and for His glory, my messages would be deadly dull.  Some have said that the difference between a good sermon and a bad one is a nap.  That would be true for my sermons without the Lord.  I am aware that the eternal Gospel does not require an everlasting sermon.  And I know that if all the people who sleep in church were placed end to end, they would be more comfortable.  I pray that the Lord speaks when I speak His truth from the Bible.  I pray that you stay awake and get encouraged when the Holy Spirit speaks to your hearts and minds through my words speaking His Truth.  When we speak and serve to the glory of God and in the power of Jesus Christ, amazing things happen and our lives are changed.
We understand that Christ makes a distinctive difference in the lives of those who follow Him from the lives we used to experience without Jesus.  Galatians 6:7-8, Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked.  A man reaps what he sows.  The one who sows to please his sinful nature, from that nature will reap destruction; the one who sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life.
Conclusions of studies on those who regularly attend church show they: have stronger marriages and families, healthier lifestyles, cope well with stress, more quickly recover from depression live longer, healthier lives, have stronger immune systems, use fewer expensive hospital services, have more of a sense of well-being, hope, and a readiness to forgive.  When we live in Christ, our lives display the wonder of His power and the light of His glory in us.  Live the difference!  Live each day in Christ!
