September 27 & 28, 2008

2 Peter 1:3-9

“Looking Like A Christian Series: Knowledge”

     His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness-through our knowledge of Him Who called us by His own glory and goodness. Through these He has given us His very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires. For this very 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. But if anyone does NOT have them, he is nearsighted and blind, and has forgotten that he has been cleansed from his past sins.

     This morning I want to test your knowledge of trivia by giving you a simple true/false test. Let's have some fun with this! 

1. A penny dropped from the top of the Empire State Building will embed itself in the pavement. How many think that is true? False?- Here's the correct answer: False. 

2. You can send a coconut through the U. S. mail without wrapping it. Raise your hand if you think that is true false? It may seem like a nutty idea but it is true! 

3. If the entire population of China (understand that's just over 1.3 billion people of various weights!)-If they all jumped up and down at the same time, the earth's orbit would be disturbed. True or false. This one is false! 

4. Toothpaste is a toxic substance. If you ingest too much you should call poison control. True or false? True! It's good for your teeth but it's not a good snack food!

5. Albert Einstein did poorly in grade school. True or false? This is false. 

6. A woman adopted a stray dog in Tijuana, Mexico and later discovered it was actually a sewer rat. True or false? Like most headlines in National Inquirer, this is false! 

7. Abraham Lincoln was buried three times. True or false? True! His body was dug up the first two times to quell widespread rumors that he was not really dead. 

8. A telephone powered by a crude form of electricity was actually used by the ancient Egyptians. True or false? False. 

9. Aircraft were used by the United States army during the Civil War. True or false? True - observation balloons. 

     Let's check your scores. How many got at least one right? Two? Three? Four? Five? Six? Seven? Eight? Anyone get all none correct? If you were one of those knowledgeable people who got a high score, let me ask you a question. Be honest-are you even a little proud of your correct answers? Do you feel good about your knowledge? Sure you do! Don't be embarrassed, because the truth is we all feel good when we prove that we know something-even something trivial-and especially if no one else knows what we know. And if we were honest, I think we'd also have to admit that we tend to make fun of people who are less informed less knowledgeable than we are-those people who think manual labor is the president of Mexico-or that the epistles were the wives of the Apostles or that Hezekiah is a book in the Old Testament. We pat ourselves on the back and chuckle at the people who embrace these false statements as true. 

     But do you want to know something else? No matter how educated we become-no matter how much trivia we memorize-no matter how many degrees we earn-the truth is we humans are all still infinitely lacking when it comes to complete knowledge. Anyone who has studied enough knows that knowledge is like a bottomless pit. The more we know-the more we realize we don't know. The greater our education-the more we reveal our ignorance. 

     In his book, Hidden In Plain Sight, which is one of my main sources in this series [and especially this message], Mark Buchanan says this lack of knowledge that plagues us all is one of the themes of the book of Job. Do you remember Job's life story that we have recorded for us in the Bible? Job is a good man, a man blessed by God. A large family and great wealth-but overnight he loses everything! The book of Job is a compilation of speeches given by Job and his friends-friends who came to comfort him in his misery. Referring to their speeches Buchanan says:

"They do a half-decent job-they're eloquent, orthodox, forthright. They adopt that 'pulpit tone'-favored by preachers for centuries, a tone that is halfway between scolding and pitying. They know-with undaunted confidence and unwavering authority, what this is all about. Job-well Job's not so sure. But in the end of the book God bursts in, storm-clad and thunder-voiced, and launches into a lengthy, impassioned speech of His own." 

Do you remember God's speech? God says, "Who is this that obscures My plans with words that are without knowledge?" And then God goes on to drill and grill Job with a litany of questions-and they are not trivial! He says: Where were you when I laid the Earth's foundation? Tell me Job-do you know-do you understand Who marked off its dimensions? Surely you know! On what were the Earth's footings set or Who laid its cornerstone while the morning stars sang together? Who told the seas where they could and could not go? Tell me, if you know all this? Surely you know Job, for-you have lived so many years!" If we were to condense God's oral examination of Job, it would come down to one question-a question we should all ask ourselves and here it is: "What do you know? Really?" And the only correct answer for Job or us-the only answer that reveals the "depth" of our knowledge-even after all these centuries is this: "Not much because in spite of all the scientific discoveries and advances, our knowledge is still very limited."

     If you haven't figured it out yet-if you don't know by now-this morning the garment of grace that we are studying in the dress code of a Christian is knowledge. God has used Peter to help us feel a little bit less overwhelmed by our ignorance-by telling us what we need to know. As Buchanan puts it,  "We need to know what we need to know before we can know it."  Look once again at verse 3 and 5 and you'll see what I mean. Peter says: "His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness-through our knowledge of Him who called us by His own glory and goodness. For this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith, goodness; and to goodness, knowledge." 
     What is Peter talking about here? Exactly what do we need to know? Because, of course I'll zero in on the answer to that question in a moment, but first, I want you to note the order in which Peter lists these virtues these garments of grace that we are studying together. You see, this isn't a random list. Two weeks ago we learned that each of these "garments" - each of these virtues -must be built on what? Right! Faith is where it begins! Then last week we said that goodness is the first virtue we add to faith. Remember? We said that without a faith relationship with God-without being good, we can't truly do good. Goodness must come before knowledge because knowledge needs goodness. Buchanan writes, "Knowledge, like the flesh of a puffer fish, has a toxin lurking in it: pride. Knowledge wants to turn us into know-it-alls-to make us show-offs and blowhards and bullies. Those who know want everyone else to know they know. So they showboat their intelligence. An unspoken but pervasive assumption among many of us is that to know more than others is to be better than they are." I'm reminded of Paul's words in 1st Corinthians 8:1 where he says, "We know that we all possess knowledge-but be careful because knowledge puffs up whereas love builds up." So, knowledge is a good thing-but alone it is dangerous. Apart from goodness-well, then instead of helping knowledge is often used to humiliate, intimidate, or alienate others. Unless knowledge is anchored in goodness-we grow susceptible to snobbery and smugness. "Goodness detoxifies knowledge. It draws the venom out of it-venom that can cause alarming swelling of the head. Smartness is a small accomplishment if you're deficient in goodness. A big head on a small soul is as ugly as an mule!"

          I sat on an ordination council recently. Another pastor had just "earned" his doctorate degree through the mail from an unaccredited mail order school, one of those "institutions of higher learning" where you just send in a check and they send you a beautiful paper Ph.D. This proud pastor insisted on being referred to as "Dr." He even had a customized license plate that said, "Dr. so-and-so." He shared the news of his "accomplishment" with everyone there. He turned to me and said Jeff, now I only have a Master’s of Divinity Degree, and he said  "Jeff, you realize now that you will have to call me Doctor." To which I replied, "I'll be glad to Joe-as long as you call me 'Master.'" Our desire to be known as knowledgeable can indeed lead to pride-so we do need the garment of goodness in order to effectively wear the garment of knowledge. The two go together. Wearing knowledge without goodness is like wearing a tie without a shirt. I also want you to notice the benefits of knowledge. In verse 2 Peter says that grace and peace come through knowledge. In verse 3 he says knowledge imparts life and godliness. In verse 8 Peter says knowledge makes us effective and productive. So this is indeed an important part of our wardrobe as Christians-like the other virtues it is a key to the abundant life that Jesus promises.

     But, let's go back to the original question-what knowledge are we talking about here? What do we need to know? What's going to be on the "test?" Well, as you probably noticed earlier, Peter says it's not what-but rather who. Look at verses 2, 3, & 8 again. We are to have, " knowledge of God and of Jesus--knowledge of Him--knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ " or as A.W. Tozer puts it, " knowledge of the Holy." Just like the other two virtues we have studied so far-the source of knowledge is a relationship with God through Jesus Christ. Knowing Him makes all the difference! 

     There was once a Shakespearian actor who was known far and wide for his one-man show of readings and recitations of the classics. He would always end his performance with a dramatic reading of the 23rd Psalm. Each night, without exception, as the actor began his recitation, "The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want." The crowd would listen attentively. And then, at the conclusion of the Psalm, they would rise in thunderous applause in appreciation of the actor's incredible ability to bring the verse to life. But one night, just before the actor was to offer his customary recital of Psalm 23, a young man from the audience spoke up and said, "Sir, do you mind if tonight I recite the 23rd Psalm?" The actor was quite taken back by this unusual request, but he allowed the young man to come forward and stand front and center on the stage to recite the psalm, knowing that the ability of this unskilled youth would be no match for his talent and pridefully thinking that perhaps the young man's performance would make his own seem even more magnificent. Well, with a soft voice, the young man began to recite the words to this much-loved Psalm. When he finished there was no applause. There was no standing ovation. All that could be heard was the sound of weeping. The audience had been so moved by the young man's recitation, that every eye in the house was full of tears. Amazed by what he heard, the actor said to the youth, "I don't understand. I've been performing the 23rd Psalm for years. I have a lifetime of experience and training-but I have never been able to move an audience as you have tonight. Tell me, what is your secret?" The young man humbly replied, "Well, sir, you know the Psalm-but I know the Shepherd." Let me ask you Christian-do you know Jesus-really know Him? I'm not talking about your knowledge of facts not talking about your understanding of New Testament Greek. I'm asking, how well do you know Jesus Christ? Because Peter says this is what we need. Knowing Jesus is the garment he's talking about that benefits us in so many ways. And we get to know Jesus more-we deepen our personal relationship with Him by knowing more about Him. This is the way it is in any relationship. 

Gayle and I have been married 32 years now and I know her very well, but I still don't know everything about her. But that's okay because that's part of the continuing adventure of marriage-and I like this adventure we share day after day year after year! The more things I learn about Gayle, the better our marriage is. The same is true in our relationship with Jesus. The more we know about Him the more we know Him. Think of it this way-knowledge is more than a substance-it is a medium. A add a big old Amen to A. W. Tozer who says, "The most important thing about us is what we think about God!" Tozer's famous statement is so true! Nothing is more important than our knowledge of God-because the more we know about Him the better we know Him. I think this is why Paul said, "I am resolved to know nothing except Jesus Christ and Him crucified. I want to know Christ and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in His sufferings." (1 Corinthians 2:2; Philippians 3:10)

       Where does true knowledge come from? First, truly friends, it comes from God’s word. You and I could search the world over for wisdom and knowledge and secrets of success. We could travel and study for endless years in our nation's greatest universities but we need to go no further than the Bible at our bedside to find the greatest treasury of wisdom in all the world because this book tells us about God-it tells us of His power and love and grace! It tells us all about His Son Jesus which Colossians 2:3 says, “in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge."

     Our second source when it comes to knowledge of the Holy is worship and prayer. 

You see, whereas the Bible tells us about God-we can actually meet Him when we open our hearts to His presence in prayer and worship. It's like the difference between those paleontologists in Jurassic Park who had read all about dinosaurs and dug up their fossilized bones for years and then they traveled to that island where they actually met some dinosaurs face-to-face. The more time we spend with God-in prayer and worship-talking to Him and listening to Him-the more we abide with Him, the better we know Him.

     A third way that we add to our knowledge of the Holy is by looking at God's creation. 

Every molecule helps us learn something more about our Lord. It's as if He has left clues for us even in the tiniest of places clues that guide us to Him. In the DVD version of his best-selling book, Case for a Creator, Lee Strobel includes interviews with scientists and astronomers who say they have come to the conclusion that God created the world the way He did as an invitation for us to study and learn more about Him. We come to know God better by studying creation. It is just as Romans 1:20 says! "Since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities-his eternal power and divine nature-have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse."

     One final source of knowledge of the Holy is Christian community. For millennia mankind has benefited from sharing it's discoveries-pooling its knowledge of everything from how to start a fire to how to how make antibiotics. Shared knowledge-shared experience-benefits everyone. Think of it. How did you learn to do laundry or work in the garden or drive a car? How did you learn to surf the Internet or read a road map? How did you learn to deal with the inevitable disappointments and heartaches of life? Most of the things like this that we know we learned from others who shared their knowledge with us. Well, the same principle is found in the Body of Christ. We learn more about Jesus, we learn more about God, we increase our personal knowledge of the Holy as we share our experiences with each other corporately in the context of Christian community. These four things are sources of this knowledge that Peter tells us we need to "put on."
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