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In the New Revised Standard Version, the seventh verse of 1 Peter 4 says: “The end of all
things is near, therefore be serious and discipline yourselves for the sake of your prayers.” The
end is near, so be serious and discipline yourselves!

This verse is an interesting verse which has been translated in different ways by different
groups. The Common English Bible translates the passage as saying that,  “The end of
everything has come. Therefore, be self-controlled and clearheaded so you can pray.” The end
is here, so be self-controlled and keep a clear head!

As we gather together today, we remember these words from long ago. Nearly two millennia
ago, the end was either near or present for the readers of our letter. Two millenia later, we
gather in worship and read the same words. Is the end near for us today? Is the end here?

The context for our asking is that we are gathered in the season of Lent, which has been
celebrated since the early days of the church. As we gather today, we are seeking to follow a
pattern this Lent. In addition to journeying towards the cross, we are reaching to the past to
grasp onto the roots of our faith, reaching forward towards the future envisioned by Christ, and
standing in the present moment. How does that posture look today?

Standing in this moment, we might look forward towards a world where God is powerfully
present in a good way. The letter we read invites us to live out our days as a people marked by
love, hospitality, and good service to both God and each other. For me, this invitation makes
sense: the world seems to live out the old saying that “you reap what you sow.”

If we are looking towards a future world marked by the gracious love of God, then we plant
seeds of love today. If we seek to live in a world marked by justice and grace, then we plant
the bulbs of justice and grace in the gardens of our lives. If we look forward to the vision of
Revelation 21 where all the nations gather to find healing in the city of God, then we prepare
the fields for that promise by seeking justice, equity, and peace among the nations in which we
live.

In many ways, the invitation to live out our lives with love and hospitality seem focused on this
moment, but it can easily be said that such things are investments in the future. When the
twelfth verse of our reading invites us to serve with the strength God gives us and to speak
with the same care that we would give to the words of God, it makes sense to see those words
and those deeds as steps on a journey into the future. It is far easier to walk a thousand miles
if you walk with confidence and care rather than stumbling your way down the road.



All of this makes sense, but let me throw cold water on our enthusiasm. It is easy to preach
ideals until things go wrong. We are quickly approaching a year since the world seemed to
leap sideways as the pandemic affected all of our lives. We are invited to think about the end
being near, to think about our deeds and words, and invited to take things seriously. The third
verse of our reading tells us that we have spent enough time doing little and wasting away our
time like the world around us.

For me, those words land differently after a year in quarantine. I believed that I knew what I
was supposed to do in my ministry before the pandemic struck. I was certain that I was doing
things the right way, but in hindsight I took a lot of things for granted.

Let me give an example of what I mean. For my entire professional life, I have been a
proponent of regular communion. In my eyes, sharing at God’s table was a gift of God, so I
was a proponent of sharing communion as regularly and often as possible.

I was in good company as John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, preached an entire sermon
entitled “The Duty of Constant Communion” based on the idea that we should all come to the
Lord’s Table as often as possible. The early church manual on shared community life known as
the  Didache contained a pattern for how the early church lived. In section 14, the Didache has
been translated as saying, “Assemble on the Lord’s Day, and break bread and offer the
Eucharist; but first make confession of your faults, so that your sacrifice may be a pure one…”1

The three elements of worship for the early church included gathering on the Lord’s Day,
breaking bread, and engaging in honest confession before God.

For me, one part of my role as minister was to regularly share the bread and cup with people,
but it was not the only thing I was called to do with my life. I enjoyed sharing communion in
church, bringing communion to the homebound, and helping people to connect with God
through study, prayer, and face to face conversation. I loved those parts of my role.

Most of those aspects to my ministry were abruptly paused a year ago. I had a duty to help
people regularly engage in sharing communion but suddenly could not gather with the
community to share the cup and bread together. I could not visit with most homebound
individuals due to COVID safety precautions. While we can have Zoom studies, it has not
always been the easiest of settings for conversations with individuals who may not be
comfortable with technology.

For me, there’s a realness to this passage that I did not understand a year ago. When our
reading says that the end of all things is near, the words come across a bit differently after
everything seemingly stopped a year ago. There were so many times before the pandemic that
I either took the little things for granted or did not take the time to appreciate those things in the
moment. After a year of social distancing, I understand that there is a value to standing face to

1 “Early Christian Writings: The Apostolic Fathers,” Andrew Louth, ed. (United Kingdom: Penguin, 1987), p 150.



face with someone and sharing God’s peace. After a year with foggy glasses from a mask, I
know there is value to being able to look someone in the eye through clear lenses while
offering holy words. I even appreciate all the times someone splattered grape juice on my robe
because it meant they were close enough to splatter me.

There have been many places where we took simple things for granted. Did you ever skip
coffee hour because you wanted to rush home and watch a football game by yourself? Which
is rarer today: sitting with someone face to face for coffee or watching television alone? Did
you ever rush out of a church meeting because you didn’t want to chat with your neighbor after
not seeing your spouse all day? I have seen a lot of my spouse in the last year, but I haven’t
sat around talking about nothing important for a while.

When our letter tells us to take care and live carefully, I believe it is because the author or
authors of the letter we read from today understood that everything can change suddenly.
While the author may not have meant that a pandemic was around the corner, for many early
Christians this life was a dangerous life. Crop failure, locusts, violence, fire… Even without
Christ returning, life was liable to change in a moment.

As a group, American Christians and especially white American Christians have rarely been
challenged as deeply in recent years as we have been challenged in the past year. While other
Christian subcultures from less affluent places might understand that their way of life can be
radically changed by people outside of their faith community, there has rarely been a challenge
that has put us in the place of the people addressed by our letter. They needed a reminder to
be thankful and faithful: we probably needed the same reminder. I know that I was not nearly
as thankful for the little things as I should have been. How about you?

If we are honest, it makes sense that our letter would shine light on this aspect of our faith. The
letter is traditionally attributed to Peter who was a prime example of someone who lived with
his own blinders seemingly attached to his head permanently.

In Matthew 16:22 Peter tried to pull aside Christ to rebuke Him for saying that the Son of God
must suffer and die. Peter was sure that everything should and would stay the way it was at
that moment. After all, Jesus should never suffer but should keep teaching with Peter right
there by His side. Jesus had to correct Peter. Things would not always be the way that Peter
thought they should be and Peter needed to open his eyes. In our reading, Peter invites us to
open our eyes.

In Matthew 26:34-35, Jesus tells Peter that he will deny Christ three times before a rooster
crows. Peter swears it will never happen and says, “Even though I must die with you, I will not
deny you.” In Matthew 26:75, Peter is fleeing and weeping after denying Christ three times.
Peter was sure that he would remain faithful, but Peter’s view of the world would not last. In
our letter, Peter invites us to understand that things may not always be as we imagine that they
will be.



When the letter points out to us the fact that we should be careful with our lives, we are given
an opportunity. We may not be able to connect to the ancient act of regularly sharing
communion on a weekly basis, but we can decide what we will do with this day. We may not be
able to share a cup of coffee in the fellowship hall today, but we can decide how we will treat
the people who are in our lives today.

In truth, there is something to be said for the fact that the end may be near or may even be
here. Even if the world spins on, there is no guarantee the people in our lives will be with us
tomorrow or that we will have another day to live out our lives. Should we waste away our lives
or do what is truly important? Perhaps today is the day to forgive those old offenses, to share a
bit of forgiveness that has been hard to share, or a moment to give the benefit of the doubt. As
the letter says, the end is near. Why should we wait?

As we continue this Lenten journey, we perhaps should look at those disciples who travelled
with Peter. The second half of Matthew 26:35 expands the story of Peter and the rooster. Right
after Peter says that he will not deny Christ, the scriptures tell us that all of the disciples
present are in agreement that they will not abandon Christ that night. None of them went the
whole way to the cross with Christ. Some of them may have witnessed the events, but most of
them were driven away by fear or shame. The journey was not the journey they expected.

Honestly, the journey we have ahead of us to follow after Christ may not go where we expect.
Last year, this journey began as just another Lent and ended in quarantine. What will God give
us during this season ahead? I do not know, but I think Peter is right when he tells us to keep
our eyes open. The end may be near and change may be around the corner. Let us pray...


