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A “Pilgrim” Ethic
 Dearly beloved, ﻿I beseech you ﻿as ﻿strangers and ﻿pilgrims, ﻿abstain from ﻿fleshly lusts, ﻿which war against the soul; Having your ﻿conversation honest among the Gentiles: that, ﻿﻿whereas they speak against you as ﻿evildoers, they may ﻿by your good works, which they shall ﻿behold, ﻿glorify God in the day of ﻿visitation. (1 Peter 2:11-12 KJV 1900)

In typical fashion for Biblical writers, Peter went to great length to teach us what we have and who we are in and because of Jesus. From this point through most of the remainder of his letter, he will teach us the “Pilgrim” ethic. Given that this world is not our home, that we live here as pilgrims traveling through an alien country on our way “Home,” how should we live in this world? There was a time when people from this country who visited another country were so arrogant and inconsiderate that they became known as “Ugly Americans.” A few years ago, Sandra and I were visiting a European country with our daughter and her family. One day as we boarded a crowded bus, we found seats and settled in just in time to observe a man and his family from another country who literally bullied his way into seats that another passenger was in process of “Claiming.” His conduct was so rude that other passengers spoke up loudly in disapproval, but he ignored them. After we got off the bus, we talked about this man’s arrogant “Entitlement” attitude. His conduct in that one episode gave his whole country a very bad reputation. 

How does our personal conduct on the job, in our neighborhood or family represent our faith? I recall hearing a professed Christian tell about his “Debate” with an unbeliever. When he realized that he was not making any headway with the man, he boastfully told me his ending words to this man, “Well, there is only one real difference between you and me. My sins are forgiven; yours are not.” Instead of leaving a good impression on the man for a possible better attitude toward Christianity, this professing Christian’s parting “Shot” was more like the arrogant man who claimed a seat on the bus. He gave all Christians a bad reputation in that man’s mind. If we each honestly review our lives, we will face moments when we said or did things that compromised our personal testimony of faith to onlookers. Instead of defending those moments, much less boasting of them, authentic Biblical faith prompts us to confess them and repent. 

Dearly beloved, ﻿I beseech you ﻿as ﻿strangers and ﻿pilgrims, ﻿abstain from ﻿fleshly lusts, ﻿which war against the soul. As long as we live in this world, we face a daily battle with our own sinful nature. The new birth doesn’t erase it. It rather urges us to overcome and control it and choose the faith-way of life, the “Jesus” way. Jesus defined the basic premise of discipleship as denying self “daily” and following Him. (Luke 9:23 KJV) In Jesus’ context of teaching, a cross was not a piece of jewelry. It was a reference to the Roman’s practice in administering capital punishment to a convicted criminal. The convict was required to carry the cross or horizontal piece of wood from his prison location to the place of execution. Remember Jesus’ crucifixion experience. His accusers so severely beat him the night before that he was too weak to carry His cross to Golgotha. 

Luke’s record of Jesus’ words, “take up his cross daily,” reminds us. The Christian life does not require one big moment of decision to be a faithful follower of Jesus. It requires a daily habit of confronting and crucifying our sinful appetites. Peter cautions us. Those inclinations and appetites are never neutral. They “war against the soul.” They are at open warfare against our spiritual nature and desires. We can’t sterilize them and make them good. We can’t imagine them into something good. (2 Corinthians 10:5 KJV) Our only right—and moral—choice is to abstain from them. Put the maximum distance between them and us in our minds, in our thinking. You see, this whole lesson goes to our minds, the primary locus of our spiritual battle. We either win or lose our spiritual battle in our minds long before we say or do sinful things that manifest our thoughts, that openly declare that we have already lost our spiritual battle. 

Having your ﻿conversation honest among the Gentiles. Given that Peter was the Lord’s appointed apostle to the Jewish people, most commentaries hold that his primary audience in this letter was Jewish people living in the region of modern north central Turkey. This point supports that idea. Not only were these people identified by their former culture, but they were now also identified by their faith in Jesus. How will they—how will their lives—affect the people in the culture around them? Will they play the pompous “My sins are forgiven; yours are not” attitude and give their faith an evil reputation? Or will they live in the Jesus-example and encourage others to join them on their Christian journey? 
…that, ﻿﻿whereas they speak against you as ﻿evildoers, they may ﻿by your good works, which they shall ﻿behold, ﻿glorify God in the day of ﻿visitation. If you’ve been known for your faith for very long, you have likely heard someone tell you, “I don’t go to church; too many hypocrites there.” I’m tempted to respond, “And you never meet hypocrites outside church?” The other common objection to Christianity relates to someone the objector knew years ago who was dishonest or otherwise unfaithful to their Christian profession. Not a word about the many sincere devoted Christians they knew who worked at being faithful. 
Peter’s lesson presumes that his readers will encounter someone who is inherently hostile to their faith and who will accuse them of claiming Jesus but actually being an evildoer. His lesson and strategy are simple. Live your life as a faithful believer, a pilgrim in a strange land who works doubly hard to not offend and to leave good impressions of his homeland with those whom they meet. 
Peter makes another powerful point. So, you meet someone today who is indifferent or even hostile toward you for your faith in Jesus. Instead of shrinking into the shadows, take their hostility as an opportunity to work all the more to leave them with a consistent and gracious impression of you and your faith. The Lord’s grace is powerful beyond our imagination. At some future time, the Lord may invade that person’s life, change his heart, and bring him to his knees, crying, “Who art thou, Lord? What wilt thou have me to do?” Jesus did that to Paul, even as he was threatening Christians, and on a mission to find more believers and either kill or imprison them. Should the Lord touch this person and change him, how will he remember his encounter with you? Will he remember your loyal and worthy faith in Jesus and perhaps even seek you out to learn more? Or will he think of his time with you and dismiss you as a not-credible witness to Jesus, looking elsewhere for someone who will help him understand that amazing power and grace that invaded his life and changed him? 
I fear that Christians have too often contradicted their faith in their conduct and shut any future door of opportunity to befriend and teach the folks who presently voice their hostility to Jesus. 
It is no accident that Peter addresses persecution in this letter more than any other New Testament writer. For Peter’s readers, persecution for their faith was not a remote possibility. It was a vivid reality. Some of them were dealing with it even as they read Peter’s words in this letter. So, Peter’s teaching to conduct our lives and represent our faith even in the face of open hostility was reality for these people. It is one thing to measure up in your faith when a work associate speaks a cryptic put-down to you for your faith. It is quite another thing to face open hostility from people who have the power literally to kill you for your faith. In either situation, Peter urges us to deal with life in such a godly selfless manner that even our executioner might later face a “Damascus Road” encounter with Jesus and remember your faith. 
I love the life history in the New Testament of Barnabas. We first read of Barnabas in Acts 4:36. His parents named him Joses, but his lifestyle earned his new name, Barnabas, which means “Son of consolation.” We next encounter Barnabas in Acts 9:26-27. Sometime not long after Paul’s Damascus Road encounter with Jesus, he went to Jerusalem. The apostles and church well knew Paul’s reputation as a persecutor. Surely, he can’t now be a true believer. Is this yet another ploy to learn who are believers so he can arrest and kill more believers? They feared Paul, despite the reports of his conversion. But Barnabas apparently had personal knowledge of Paul’s change. He stood beside Paul and assured the Jerusalem believers that Paul’s change was real, that he was no longer an adversary to be feared. Barnabas lived up to his reputation and his new name. 
Our next encounter with Barnabas appears in Acts 11. After Paul approved Stephen’s martyrdom, many believers in Jerusalem left, but they took their faith with them. At first, they preached only to dispersed Jews, but then someone preached to a group of Greeks who joyfully embraced Jesus and the gospel. The conversion of these Greek believers is the “tidings” that reached the church in Jerusalem.  
Then tidings of these things came unto the ears of the church which was in Jerusalem: and they sent forth Barnabas, that he should go as far as Antioch. Who, when he came, and had seen the grace of God, was glad, and exhorted them all, that with purpose of heart they would cleave unto the Lord. For he was a good man, and full of the Holy Ghost and of faith: and much people was added unto the Lord. (Acts 11:22-24 KJV)

Is this report valid? Are these people real converts to Jesus? The church wisely appointed Barnabas to go to Antioch and investigate the reports. Notice Barnabas’ immediate response as soon as he saw “the grace of God” that had touched these people. There was no cultural bias whatever. When he saw the evidence in these people of the grace of God in their experience, Barnabas immediately rejoiced and started teaching and encouraging them in their faith. Notice the clear link between Barnabas’ character and the power of his preaching. “…he was a good man, and full of the Holy Ghost and of faith.” He not only preached with his mouth, but he as strongly preached with his feet, his conduct. His character and conduct drew more people to follow Jesus, as well as his preaching. A preacher’s words can never rise higher than his feet. 

In this same context, notice Barnabas’ next move. Paul was a citizen of Tarsus. He would be the ideal teacher to these new Greek converts. Tarsus was not a nearby city. Barnabas traveled almost ninety miles from Antioch to Tarsus just to contact Paul and encourage him to visit Antioch and these new believers. There were no fast-track trains. Barnabas must either find a ship that was sailing to Tarsus or walk. He found Paul and convinced him to return to Antioch and minister to these new believers. This was the early beginning of a powerful church that grew dear to Paul. This son of consolation remained faithful to his new name. 

What would you and I need to do to earn a “Barnabas” nickname? To live up to it in our world? Isn’t that what Peter taught his readers—and us—to do? What a powerful lesson! Let’s work at living up to it in our world. 
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