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DIFFERENCE MAKES A DIFFERENCE

Who was the first comic superhero in the 20th Century? Superman – 1938; with Batman making his debut a year later. Superheroes are still going strong in comics, movies and TV. One of the latest superheroes shows is about an ordinary family that becomes anything but. The show centres on the Powell’s: dad, mum, sister and brother who all gain special powers on holidays after their plane crashes in the Amazon; as can happen on holidays when you crash-land.   

A good deal of scientific analysis has been done on why superheros are so popular but I reckon it’s about making a difference.  Ordinary people are frustrated with living in a world that is in desperate need to be different but because of our ordinariness we’re powerless to change much at all. Even the really smart people in power seem impotent so what chance the rest of us? 

The superhero phenomenon is a projection of the intuitive knowledge that we all need rescuing from a world of violence, injustice and suffering. Being powerless to save ourselves, we know we need a superhero who is good, true and mighty: who is incorruptible in character and invincible in making right; who is different and who can make a difference by being different. In his 1st letter Peter urges us to make a difference by being different because we’ve been made different by the only real superhero who has ever lived. 
1:3 Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead 4 and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade—kept in heaven for you.6 In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials. 8 Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and 
glorious joy, 9 for you are receiving the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls.
 

The rest of Peter’s letter is about the implications of this truth so let me dwell on it a moment: 1st God has given us new birth in Christ: we are different people because we’ve been reborn as God’s children; 2nd we have a hope of the eternal salvation of our souls that is different from the ordinary hope-against-hope wishful thinking; it’s a sure and certain  hope secure in the Risen Christ; 3rd our life is different not because we escape suffering for we face even more trials because of our faith; but our life is different because we love Jesus and believe in him and we’re filled with the wonder of joy: that’s the difference!   

13 Therefore, prepare your minds for action; be self-controlled; set your hope fully on the grace to be given you when Jesus Christ is revealed. 14 As obedient children, do not conform to the evil desires you had when you lived in ignorance. 15 But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do; 16 for it is written: “Be holy, because I am holy.”

When I was an atheist, I assumed that Christians were kind of asleep at the wheel of life; people who believed in God must be brain dead or rationally comatose. Whereas when I did become God’s child, the opposite was in fact the truth. Rather than switching off, Christians were meant to be switched on (I had written ‘turned on’ but that was not quite what I mean!) prepare your minds for action is literally gird the loins of your mind. Think of the ancient oriental custom of gathering your long clothing between your legs and wrapping it around your waist ready for hard toil or running: ready for action; sound general Quarters. 
General Quarters or Battle Stations is an announcement made aboard a naval warship to signal the crew to prepare for battle. Off-duty or sleeping crewmembers report to their stations and prepare for action. The alertness of the crew can mean the difference between life and death. Watch this.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HXQ_8e63wmE&NR=1. Do you get the point – this is no time for off-duty Christians: prepare your minds for action. 

The Christian’s battle station is to be holy. The basic sense of holiness is separation or difference. God is not like any other gods or anything else in all creation. God’s Holiness is seen in his greatness and purity and glory. God has no peer. He has no peer group to which he must conform. Just the contrary, the holy God calls us to be like him and to be different from our peers be they our family or friends or workmates.  Be holy because I am holy; says the Lord. 
17 Since you call on a Father who judges each man’s work impartially, live your lives as strangers here in reverent fear. 18 For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your forefathers, 19 but with the precious blood of Christ… Note that our heavenly Father holds his children responsible for holiness. reverent fear means we take that responsibility very seriously. God expects us to live in this world as strangers. Peter says this in a number of places 1:1 Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, To God’s elect, strangers in the world… 2:11 Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul. 
We are different because of Jesus so we must be different from the empty way of life of our selfish and superficial world obsessed by all the glitter of perishable things. We must be strangers to malice, deceit, envy, hypocrisy and slander but rather love one another deeply, from the heart. 23 For you have been born again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the living and enduring word of God. We no longer belong to the world so we no longer behave as the world. 
Not only are we each to be different as God’s child, but collectively we form a very strange group called the church – it’s different from anything on earth, or at least it should be! 4 As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him— 5 you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.
Ancient Israel had failed in their calling to be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation as a "light to the nations" for they failed to be different: they were indistinguishable from the pagan world of idolatry and immorality.  Now, through Jesus, God has called a new people including folk of every race and nation on earth, to be a new priesthood in a new temple made without bricks! 
God's House is no longer built with inanimate stone but with living stones, with you and me: we are God’s house not the building. The design of the OT temple was given by divine command but in the NT, there are no regulations about buildings or priestly clothing. This building is entirely of human design. The clothes I wear are purely human religious fashion. The pews are merely pieces of furniture to provide for the physical needs of God's people who are God’s Spiritual House. We are at liberty to change the building or furnishings as we think best suits the ministry and mission of the church in service to God. 
The OT priest was a ‘hiereus’ who mediated God’s presence to God’s people in the temple through the daily sacrifices. But when Christ, our great High Priest  gave his life as the once for all sacrifice of atonement for our sins on the cross he fulfilled that priestly mediation so that we no longer need a priest to have access to God for we have the Son himself through the Holy Spirit. 

In the NT God’s people are not led by mediating priests but by pastors or ‘presbyters’. In old English Presbyter became ‘preost, so in modern English ‘priest’ can mean either an OT priest or a NT pastor – like me.  You will notice that there is no mention of the word ‘altar’ in the Anglican Prayer Book either, for an altar is a place of sacrifice and Christians look back to Calvary’s cross as the ultimate and final place of atonement! We call this ‘The Lord’s Table’ for around it we share a meal, the Lord’s Supper and as we break bread and drink wine in communion with God we remember the Lord’s death until he returns. 
9 But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light. The royal priesthood of all believers is about our relationship with the outside world not with each other within the body of Christ. A priest mediates the presence of God and together we are to mediate the presence of God to the world by declaring the gospel of Christ.  
We’re not all evangelists like Billy Graham but we are charged with being a royal priesthood and a holy nation so that by being different we can make a difference for Jesus in people’s lives. It is a priesthood we all share, and it is a priesthood of offering to God spiritual sacrifices of a holy life of love and service, in word and in deed. This is the primary reason the House of God exists - and by House of God I mean you and I as the fellowship of God's people. 

10 Once you were not a people, but now you are God's people; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy. We can be awfully critical of the church because we are so far from perfection and certainly we must put away  malice, hypocrisy, and slander and be holy.  And yet for all our imperfections consider who we have become and what we have received from God our Father 
I’ll conclude by sounding general quarters: Christian it’s no time to be off duty! So many people are without God and lost in some many ways not to mention facing a bleak eternity. God has sent us all a superhero in his only Son. Not a fictional superhero who wore his undies on the outside or had a cool cape, but one who through love and sacrifice made an eternal difference to anyone who believes in him. In God’s gracious mercy and in his power, we are all called in Christ to superheros who can make a difference. The apostle says    12 Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us. Amen. 
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