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How Tall Is Your Pyramid?

Part Three
Scripture:  2Peter 2:1-9

Date:  August 30, 2009


[Read 2Peter 2:1-9]


This is the last of a 3 part sermon series, based on these words of the apostle Peter.  We’ve been comparing the 8 qualities of a Christian that Peter lists to the layers of a pyramid.  And we’re asking, “How tall is YOUR pyramid?”  After the foundation layer of FAITH, does your pyramid, the pyramid of your Christian life, have:


Goodness, or Excellence – are you striving to be an excellent Christian?


Knowledge – are you gaining more and more knowledge everyday:  knowledge of the Scriptures, and of the "ABC's" of God's plan of salvation?  Are you growing everyday in your knowledge of God's character, what God is like?

Does your pyramid have the layer of Self-Control, or do you often stop yourself and think, “Man!   Why did I say that?  Why did I do that?”  Self-control.  Getting a grip on our emotions and passions.

And how about perseverance?  Will you keep your faith even in the storms of life?  


That brings us to the final three levels.  Remember, for each level we're asking:

1st - What does the word mean in the original Greek in which Peter wrote?  


2nd - How does this word, how does this next level up in the pyramid, apply to our lives?


The next level up is "godliness".  Can you turn to your bulletin cover and write that on the next level up, on your pyramid?  

In the Greek the word is "eusebeia".  I kind of regret setting the pattern last week of asking what each word that Peter uses in this list means in the Greek, because it turns out that this word, "godliness", is (in the words of Bible scholar William Barclay), "quite untranslatable".  He says that it's our "nearest Greek word for religion".  But I think we can do better than that.


One way to study the meaning of a word in the Bible is to look at how it's used in other parts of the Bible.  And that isn't that difficult to do when it comes to this word.  "Eusebeia" is used only 12 times in the Bible, all in the later part of the New Testament.  


In Acts 3, Peter and John heal a crippled beggar, making him able to walk again just by telling him, "In the name of Jesus get up and walk."  A crowd sees this happen, runs over to Peter and John, and stares at them in amazement, like they are gods.  Peter says, "Men of Israel, why does this surprise you? Why do you stare at us as if by our own power or godliness we had made this man walk?" (Acts 3:12)  From this we learn that godliness is a powerful thing, so powerful that it can make a crippled walk again.  Good to know.

Next, 1Timothy 4:8 says, "Physical training is of some value, but godliness has value for all things, holding promise for both the present life and the life to come." (1Tim. 4:8)  From this verse we learn that, whereas physical training effects only our bodies,  godliness effects all that we do, and all that we are, both now and in heaven ("the life to come").


Next, Paul warns Christians about people who try to deceive others by ". . . having a form of godliness but denying its power." (2Tim. 3:5)  So godliness can be faked, by showing the form of it to others - looking religious on the outside.  (Have you known people like this over the years?)  But real godliness, again, will prove itself in the power that it has.


Finally, Paul writes about ". . . the knowledge of the truth that leads to godliness." (Titus 1:1)  So godliness is based on truth, not lies.  


Putting these four references together, can I offer my own definition of godliness?  (This is fun, isn't it?  
I love studying God's Word!)  I have a really fancy definition that I've worked on all week.  And I have a simple one that came to me in the shower on Friday. Here's the fancy one.  "Godliness" is to have a total God consciousness 24/7 that empowers you to act and speak in ways so that others see God and hear God through you, thereby powerfully doing God's work.  Here's the simple one:  Godliness is to think, act and speak like God.  Remember when Peter wrote:

" . . . he has given us his very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in the divine nature. . ."

 (2Peter 1:4)
   
Godliness is participating in the divine nature.  It's thinking, acting and speaking like God.  


It can be faked, however.  A person can appear to be godly on the outside, having (as Paul wrote) the form of godliness only, appearing to act and talk from their God consciousness, even appearing to do powerful things for God.  But true godliness is based on truth, as Paul also wrote "of the truth that leads to godliness." (Titus 1:1)  

You can investigate a godly person's life thoroughly - you can look at their computer and check out the websites they've been to, you can look at the DVD's they've rented, the books they've read, you can interview everyone they've spoken with in the last 12 months - you can investigate a godly person's life thoroughly and every piece of data you collect will point to the same thing:  the godly person acts and speaks from a total God consciousness.  They are authentic.  Their life is based on truth.  And the mere truthfulness of their life is powerful in its effect for the kingdom of God.


Wouldn't you and I like to be like that?  I must admit, this is pretty high up the pyramid, and I'm not quite there yet.  Sometimes I don't know why my mind goes places that it goes, or why I do things that I instantly regret.  And I know that I say things that I wish I could take back.  


But godliness is a goal every sincere Christian should have.  I mean, what's the alternative?  Is there anyone here today who doesn't want to be 100% godly?  Godliness is our goal.  And to be godly, (to think, act and speak like God), we need to be around God.  We need to use the means of grace more and more.  This is what Peter meant when he wrote:

"His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness."

(2Peter 1:3)


We receive God's "divine power" only when we use the means of grace:  prayer, Bible study, worship, fasting, communion and fellowshipping with other Christians.


Let’s do a little of that now.  And let's super-charge it, combining scripture and prayer.  Look at these last words of Jesus, in the gospel of Matthew:



“I am with you always.”


As you meditate and pray on these words, watch the words change color, emphasizing different parts of what Jesus meant:   [This was done via Power Point.]

“I am with you always.”
 “I am with you always.”

“I am with you always.”

“I am with you always.”

“I am with you always.”


Don't you feel even closer to God when you do something like that?  Oh, the means of grace are powerful.

Like worship.  One way we worship God is by simply telling God how great he is.  That's what worship really is, isn't it - telling God that he is the greatest person, place or thing in our lives?  The old hymn "How Great Thou Art" has been helping Christians do that for 56 years now.  Before we sing a verse of it, I want to invite you to worship God in your spirit.  Could you place your hands on your knees, with your palms facing up to God?  And could you whisper to God, kind of out loud so that our sanctuary is filled with the sound of whispers, could you whisper to God out loud, telling him of his greatness?  Let's begin.  Just tell God why you love him.  Tell God why you think he's great.  List all of the ways that God shows his greatness to you. 

[We'll worship God in this way for a minute, then sing one verse of "How Great Thou Art".]


How tall is your pyramid?  Does it include godliness?  "Godliness" means to have a total God consciousness 24/7 that empowers you to act and speak in ways so that others see God and hear God through you, thereby powerfully doing God's work.  This total God consciousness is given to us when we get close to God through our use of the means of grace.  There is no other way.  There is no short cut.  And we can do this!


Next up the pyramid, second to last, is "brotherly kindness".  You can write that in the pyramid on your bulletin cover.


You already know the Greek word for "brotherly kindness":  "philadelphia".  "Philadelphia"  to love others the way that you love your brother, or your sister.  It means to feel affection for others, as if everyone you meet is your brother or your sister, looking at every person we meet like they're family. What would this world look like if we looked at every person we meet like they're family.
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Kelly Frey anchors the morning news for the ABC affiliate in Pittsburgh, WTAE.  I first met Kelly Frey at Kennywood amusement park, on WTAE Day, signing autographs along with the other "on air personalities".  When I got home I checked out the WTAE website, and read each of their bios.  Kelly Frey's struck me.  It said that she taught Sunday School and that her favorite book  was the Bible.  Hmmmm.  Unexpected.

A year later at Kennywood's WTAE Day I asked her about that, as she signed autographs.  She smiled real big at me and said, "Yes, I'm a born again Christian."  I then asked her, "Would you consider speaking about that at my church?"  She said, "Sure I would!" and gave me her email address.  A few months later she came and 
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spoke for free to our Wednesday Bible Study, which was twice its normal size that night, on the topic, "Being a Christian in the Workplace".  She was awesome.  She even brought some video clips of news stories that she had done, and talked about making them from a Christian perspective.  And she stayed until 9:30 that night signing every last autograph, for every little girl who looked up to her as a role model and wanted one.
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Several months ago, Kelly Frey, who is 36 now, got pregnant for the first time.  This past Wednesday there was a story in the Pittsburgh Post Gazette about Kelly, telling how her unborn baby has a rare major brain disorder that is enlarging the head and filling the skull with fluid.  It's not clear whether the baby will stay alive to term and, if the baby is alive at birth, it's not clear how long he will live after that.  But Kelly and her husband Jason, a major in the Air National Guard, decided to keep their baby and see what God has in store.


When two friends sent me the article on Wednesday I read it and instantly sent Kelly an email, not knowing if her email address was still good, or not; not knowing if she'd have time to read it, let alone respond to it; or if she'd even remember me.  She sent me a reply the next day.  I then asked her if I could share part of her reply with you, and she said yes.


In her email she explained why she and Jason have gone public with the health challenge of their child.  She wrote:

 
"Our hopes and prayers in releasing our story was simply to allow God to use it as He sees fit.  We know there are so many couples who have gone through this or will feel such heartache in the future.  We grieve for them and already have had so many emails from both Mom's and Dad's who have lost children in similar ways.  We are, of course, praying desperately, asking God for a miracle.  But we must live in the reality of the diagnosis.  In the meantime, Bennet is the most handsome little boy I've ever seen if I do say so myself. 
[That's what they've named their son.  They've seen his image many times by ultrasound.  She continues . . .]  His 3-D photos from the ultrasound are amazing.  He has Jason's lips and my nose.  I wouldn't trade them for anything."


Why did Kelly Frey and her husband sit down with a reporter and tell their story?  They didn't have to do it.  It is, after all, a very private thing.  Why did they open it up to the public?  Because they are both disciples of Jesus Christ.  And they have genuine love, genuine "philadelphia", for anyone whom they can help in this way.


If only the whole world lived by brotherly kindness.

Many years ago, in New York City, a mother took her daughter to see the big boats that were moored in the harbor on the Hudson River.  For an instant, the mother let go of her little daughter's hand.  The girl, named Diana Wolkowski, walked to the edge of the dock, 
to look down the 15 or 20 feet to the water between the dock and the big boat.  And in another instant, the girl lost her balance and fell in.


The longshoremen there knew that if something wasn't done the ebb and flow of the water would eventually move the boat into the dock and crush the girl.  Without anyone taking charge, they lined up along the ship, throwing their weight against the hull, straining with all of their might to keep the pier and the boat apart.  But all of their pushing was to no avail.  They knew someone would have to go into the water to get her out.


Joseph Zapula said he should go first, for he was the youngest.  John Belzano held on to Joe's ankles and lowered him down.  Then Giuseppe Sibino took hold of John's ankles, and lowered his two friends down to the water with his muscular arms.  Joe called out, "I got her!  Pull me up!"  


Four lives were now at stake, and every longshoreman pushed harder than ever against the large ship's side.  Giuseppe lifted with all of the strength in his hardened muscles.  Inch by inch he raised John.  Then, with John's help, they raised Joe and the little girl to the top of the dock.  Only when Diana, shocked and shivering from her unexpected plunge, finally whimpered a frightened cry did the line of men pull back from the ship's side and gather around the child and her rescuers.  One of the men remembered some milk in his lunch pail and went for it, so that Diana could have it.  The mother tearfully thanked the longshoremen over and over.  


When a New York Times reporter called Joe Zapula at home that night he was in bed with minor bruises.  But he said to the reporter on the phone, "The main thing is that the little girl is all right.  I was just doing what I should.  It was all part of a day's work."  


Yes it was.  It really was.  


(Taken from a recorded sermon by Robert Cleveland Holland, Shadyside Presbyterian Church, "Bless Be The Ties That Binds".)


How tall is your pyramid?  Does it go as high as "philadelphia", brotherly kindness, seeing everyone you meet as your brother, or your sister?

The final level on the pyramid is a specific kind of love.  Oh, in our English translation it looks like Peter just used the generic word "love".  But if you've hung around churches long enough, you know that Christians in Jesus' day invented a different word for love, called "agape".  Agape was a Greek word already, in its day.  But no one ever used it the way that Christians used it.  For when a Christian used the word "agape" (2,000 years ago) they meant a love that is unending and undeserved - the kind of love that you'd have to resort to if you wanted to show love to an enemy, or to your master.  Agape means love that is unending and undeserved.  And the New Testament says it's the kind of love that God has for us:

"For God so loved the world (he agape-d the world) that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life."
 (John 3:16)

The New Testament says that God loves us with a love that is unending and undeserved.  And aren't we blessed that he does?  I mean, imagine if we had to earn God's love towards us.  And imagine if one sin made God stop loving us.  We'd all be doomed.  

Then the New Testament says that we need to love others the same way that God loves us:  unending, and undeserved.  


Jesus said:

"A new command I give you: Love (agape) one another. As I have loved (agape-d) you, so you must love (agape) one another.  By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love (agape) one another."
 (John 13-35)

If I could be personal here for a second.  I've known so many Christians over the years who are so far from this.  Instead of loving you without strings attached, they'll give you one strike, then you're out.  They'll treat you with love until you cross them once, or disagree with them in a church meeting once, or forget to call them once, or neglect to waive to them across a crowded grocery store parking lot once.  Cross them, disagree with them, forget them, or neglect them once and you're dead to them.  One strike and you're out.  They will avoid you if they can.  They will ignore you if they see you.  You are dead to them.  One strike and you're out.


Agape love, the top of the pyramid, has no strikes.  Christians don't think, "One strike and you're out."  Christians don't think "Two strikes and you're out."  Or, "Three strikes and I'll treat you like you don't exist."  Christians don't have any strikes.  Christians love people all of the time, and treat people with honor and respect all of the time.  They love people the way that God loves people, with agape:  unending and undeserved.  This is the highest goal of our lives - to love others the way that God loves us - and the most difficult.  It requires regular use of the means of grace, in order to receive God's divine power to live this way.  

A. Daniel Frankforter shows the connection between the means of grace and love when he writes:


“All worshippers need . . . to examine the effect worship has on them.  Does the Word that is preached to them send them forth willing to love those who will not love them back?”  (Stones For Bread, p. 34)


In 1959, the first play written by an African American woman to be on Broadway opened its curtain.  Lorraine Hansberry wrote "A Raisin in the Sun" about a struggling African American family living in Chicago.  In the play, the father dies and leaves about $10,000 to the family.  And the mother says that this is going to allow her to fulfill her dream.  Her dream is to have a little house in the suburbs, with window boxes and flowers.


But her son begs for the money.  This young man who's never had a chance, never had a break in life, has a friend.  And, with this friend, this $10,000 would enable them to go into business together, and make  a lot of money.  He begs, and he pleads to his mother, to give him the money.  And she doesn't want to, for to give him the money would mean the end of her dream.  But how can she say "no" to this boy, who's never had a chance in life?


So, she gives him the money.  All of the money.  And you can guess what happens.  The friend of the boy takes the money, after a brutal fight, and leaves town with it, never to be heard from again.  The boy comes home, badly beaten up, totally crushed, totally destroyed by life.  His sister, Berneatha, lays into him.  How could he lose all of their money?  How could he have been so dumb?  And she has just utter contempt for him, utter scorn and derision.


Can I read to you what happens next?  


The mother speaks to Berneatha and says, 
"I thought I taught you to love him."


Berneatha asks, "Love him?  There's nothing left to love."


The mother says, "There's always something left to love.  And if you ain't learned that, you ain't learned nothin'.  Have you cried for that boy today?  I don't mean for yourself, and for your family, 'cause we lost the money.  I mean for him, what he's been through, what it's done to him?  Child, when do you think is the time to love somebody the most?  When they've done good, and made things easy for everybody?  Well, then, you ain't through learnin', 'cause that ain't the time at all.  It's when he's at his lowest, and can't believe in himself, 'cause the world done whipped him so.  When you start measuring somebody, child, measure him right.  Measure him right.  Be sure you know what hills and valleys he's been through to get to wherever he is."


That is agape love - when you don't deserve love, and you are loved.  It's how God loves us.  It's how God asks us to love others.


How tall is your pyramid?


Let us pray - Lord, we each want to be a Christian in our hearts; more loving in our hearts; more holy, more godly, in our hearts; and more like Jesus in our lives.  

Empower us, through our use of the means of grace, to live like this 24/7.  

Amen.
