1 Peter 3:15: Hearts, hope and High opinions
In America the Rueben Donnelly company of Chicago is the nation’s largest printer of magazines. They have a huge machine that sends out notices to people whose subscriptions have expired. One day a tiny spring in the machine broke and a rancher in Powder Bluff, Colorado, received 9,734 notices that his subscription to National Geographic had expired. 
He rode the ten miles to the post office, posted his money, and wrote, “Send me the magazine. I give up!”

Well, is that perhaps how we should evangelize people? Hit them with the Gospel so many times that eventually they give up too? Just keep telling them that Jesus is Lord and eventually they’ll sign up to Christianity? I suspect not. 
So what can we say to our friends and family to help them know who Jesus is and what he has done for them?

Well, we are going to take 1 Peter 3:15 as our inspiration this morning, it’s our verse for the year and it sets the stage for us as we think about sharing our faith both during Lent in the Just Walk Across the Room course and in the autumn with “Lost for Words”. It provides us with some “ground rules” if you like – ball park principles to start us in the right direction.

And I’d like to suggest that those principles centre around

Hearts

Hope and 
High opinions

So, first of all: Hearts
What does Peter have to say to encourage us as he writes his letter to the church in Asia Minor (present day Turkey)? 
Well, Peter says, “…in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord.” 
Now Peter is in fact speaking about the commitment Christians need to have in the face of opposition – actually, that’s what this whole passage is about – that defending and sharing the Christian Gospel is done within the context of a hostile environment, something that I am sure we recognise today as we increasingly become aware of Muslim states opposing Christians abroad and of our own western secular states opposing Christians here. 
So it is most appropriate that this is where we start today.

It is appropriate because we need to recognize that like the original readers of Peter’s first letter we do now live a mainly non-Christian country and by that I mean I country of people who no longer know the basics of the Christian faith.

That means that we can no longer assume that our friends, colleagues, neighbours or family members know even the basic truths of Christianity, let alone believe it. So we must be people who share our faith. But to share our faith, we need to have a faith and so our starting point for evangelism has to be our own personal faith – that “in [our] hearts [we have] set apart Jesus Christ as Lord”. 
If we ourselves don’t have a personal relationship with Jesus then how can we tell others about him effectively?
Let me explain; I could wax lyrical about flyfishing – I’ve seen the film “A river runs through it” which is fascinatingly centred on this sport. But no one is going to become a fly fisherman because of me, because I patently have no personal experience of fishing myself. 
I would stand a much better chance trying to talk you into a country walk, because I’ve been there and done it, my recommendation is trustworthy.

You see, it is the hope that we personally have in Christ that we need to share, not a set of rules or a clinical formula, so we need to make sure that we ourselves do have a faith that is alive. 
Are we praying? Are we reading our Bible? When Foot and mouth broke out I pretty much stopped walking. In the immediate aftermath my equipment – even a new pair of walking boots languished in a cupboard. 

I stopped reading Trail magazine and eventually stopped buying it. Even now I hardly ever do the big walks I once did and there is no excuse now.

If the same is true of us spiritually - our prayer life languishes and our Bible sits unread, then we need to get back up to speed before we can be confident that we have the sort of personal faith that is worth sharing.

Why not use this Lent to recommit ourselves to doing those things and being passionate about Jesus?

Now, this week it is Valentines day, a time when tell someone, or we long for someone to tell us that they are set apart in our hearts. But do we do that to Jesus? Well, this morning I thought that we could write him a Valentines day card.
As you came in you were given a card, a pen and heart.

What I would like you to do is take your pen and write underneath where it says “To the one I love” “Jesus Christ”.

Then at the Bottom, I want you to sign your name.

Now that you’ve done that, take the sticky backing off the pad on your card and stick your heart there.

Let that card remind you of the first purpose we looked at two years ago – that you were planned for God’s pleasure – you were made to worship him, to love him and to be loved by him.

Secondly, after our hearts, we come to our Hope and Peter says, “Always be prepared…” 
I was once amused to see a boy Scout in his uniform running by in a torrential rain storm one bleak afternoon – the forecast had been bad, the clouds had signaled rain all day and what amused me was that he had no coat and no way to keep dry at all. “Hang on a minute,” I thought, “Aren’t these the people whose motto is “Be prepared!” Hmmm!

Well, as Christians we need to be prepared, we need to have thought out what we would say if someone asked, “Who is Jesus?” or, “So how did you become a Christian?” 
We mustn’t be caught off guard thinking that no one will ask us.

Now, there are various ways we can talk through the Gospel, you can always carry a tract in your wallet or handbag, they’re cheap and small and you can find them for sale in any Christian bookshop and they go through the Gospel clearly and simply. 
You could prepare your pocket Bible like a friend of mine who has each relevant passage marked up. Or you could memorise a simple explanation like; God, people, God, People God. In other words;

God created the world perfect.

People rebelled against God and sinned.

God sent his Son Jesus to sort out the mess.

People respond either accepting or rejecting God.

God will judge people and their decision about Christ will be the deciding factor.

Now you wouldn’t want to be that blunt, but it gives you a framework to build upon. The key is in being prepared to give an answer and that is what we are going to look at in week three of Just Walk Across the Room and later on this year in “Lost for Words”.

And what do we need to be prepared to do? Well, Peter tells us, to “give the reason for the hope that you have.”

Now, I hope that you have hope. My in-laws used to look after guide dogs and for many years they looked after one called Hope who was used for breeding. One day Pat, my mother in law was walking Hope the dog across Warwick race course when she ran off and hid in a bush – Hope the dog that is.

Pat stood there trying to call her back and it was only when a passer by gave her a very strange look that she realized what she was doing – standing in the middle of a field shouting, “No Hope! No Hope!”

Well, as I say, I hope that you have hope. This year is Hope 08, but what is our hope? Well it’s right there at the beginning of Romans chapter 5;

“Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God.”
Our hope is joyful one. Too often we are miserable about our hope – “I hope it’s not going to rain today.” “I hope I won’t get stuck in traffic.”

Paul reminds us, “we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God” and we rejoice because God is no longer someone to be feared by the Christian because through our faith in Jesus’ death and resurrection we have been made right with God – our sin has been dealt with, paid for, wiped away and we now have access to God in all his gracious and glorious mercy – death holds no fear, sin holds no power.

That is our joyful hope.

And so we should be bursting at the seems with our hope, but should we try to badger people into the Kingdom of God? 

Well, here we come to hearts and hope which operate within a context of High Opinion – the high opinion of our non-Christian friends.

Of course the early Church and Christians today openly preach the Gospel to those who haven’t heard it, but Peter reminds us that we need to make sure in our personal conversations not to run ahead of the Holy Spirit. “Do this [share your faith] with gentleness and respect.”

You know in the first century, Romans often avoided Christians and the Christian faith because they believed that it involved cannibalism – eating flesh and drinking blood. People outside of Christianity still have odd ideas about what we get up to. 
So we need to start where they’re at. In other words, we need to listen as much (if not more) than we speak! What we say will not be effective if it is not answering the question that they are asking.

“How can you believe in a loving God when there is so much suffering in the world?” Might be a question thrown at us. Well, we have two options, we can either begin by saying,

“Well you see, in the beginning God created everything perfect – look, turn with me to Genesis…” 
Or we can say, “What makes you ask that?” And suddenly you have moved from Them ‘v’ You contest to a relationship where you can begin to see their needs and their starting point.

You see, the sharing of the Gospel is primarily relational, in other words it’s between people and specifically, between people who have been able to connect with each other. 
Let me give you an example;

how many great sermons can you remember which have impacted your Christian life? 
OK, how many people can you remember who have impacted your Christian life? 
I bet the second list is longer than the first!

The reality is that Peter recognised the great resource for the sharing of the Gospel that men women and children, even under pressure for their faith, can be. And so his instructions are to keep our faith central and gentle in all that we do and say so that those around us genuinely see Christ in our actions and our words. 
We need to be prepared to share the fabulous news of God’s amazing grace, we mustn’t shy away from it, but we must do that in a loving and sensitive way.

So then, let God’s promised gift of help; the Holy Spirit work through you and tell the truth, that “God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”

It’s not all down to you and me, this is God’s work, but amazingly and thrillingly God wants us to be part of his team in expanding his kingdom here on the outskirts of Peterborough. 
That’s why this is such an exciting verse to have as our verse for the year and why “Just Walk Across the Room” is central to our ministry and mission this year and into the future.

Peter was reminding Christians then and Christians now that if we put Jesus first, then we will want share the fabulous truth of the Gospel and draw in those who do not yet share our wonderful hope.

So, let’s not be ashamed of our faith or of our calling, but rather, in our hearts let’s set Christ apart as Lord and let’s always be prepared to give an answer to those who ask, those who want to know the reason for our hope. But folks, let’s do it with gentleness and respect.

Hearts

Hope and

High opinions

And of course, relying on God’s

Holy Spirit.

Amen.
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