CHRISTIAN LIVING
ALIENS & EXILES

"Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, to the exiles (strangers or aliens of the Dispersion" (1Peter 1:1)

I'd like to take you back to the 'forties' in Ireland, to a time when I was a lad growing up there. Unlike today, we didn't talk much about what we were going to be when we grew up, instead we talked about where we were going to go. There was scarcely a family where at least one member hadn't migrated to England, the U.S, Canada or Australia.

The reasons for this mass migration were as many and varied as the people themselves. The practice had started a hundred years or more before, because of a very severe famine, due to a number of things which I don't want to go into here. People were dying by the roadside in their thousands. Official British Government figures show that prior to the famine, the population of Ireland had been about ten and one half million. Just a couple of years later, that had fallen to not much more than six million. For those people it had been emigrate, or die, somehow the practice became ingrained.

However, it wasn't only emigration which became ingrained. Those early migrants left because of famine, and the extreme poverty which followed, but as soon as they got a job in their new country, they sent back as much money as possible to support the remainder of their families in Ireland.  This practice caused them to retain very close ties with those left behind, and a very deep longing to go back to see them again, which was rarely, if ever, possible.

With the passage of time, this longing for their homeland became romanticized in many songs like, "I'11 take you home again Kathleen", "Danny Boy" and so on. These songs showed a very deep longing for, and heartfelt ties with, their homeland.  Many never settled into their new country, and in America in particular, this continued to even the sixth and seventh generation, with the ties becoming deeper and stronger with each passing one.

THEY WERE TRUE EXILES IN AN ALIEN LAND.

Now I'd like you to stay with me in the past for just a little longer. This time we cross to Europe, the Middle East and the U.S. once again. The time is just after World War Two. The Jews, who had been suffering so terribly at the hands of the Nazis, were now suffering at the hands of the Communists, and not doing too much better in Western Europe. The effect of all this suffering had been to make them more determined than ever to have their own country again, after nearly two thousand years in exile.

I'm sure we've all heard, or read, of how many of them risked their lives to get to Israel. We've heard of how Jews in America and elsewhere, poured their money and resources into building up the state of Israel, and into helping other Jews return there.  Many of those people would gladly have gone back themselves, but they believed they had a job to do, helping others who couldn't get there of themselves.

Some, though rather sadly, had gotten themselves so integrated into the country in which they were now living, they didn't want to leave. They had lost the vision of a homeland from which they were separated. Still others were ashamed of being Jews, maybe because they'd believed the propaganda of the Nazis and Communists.  

But coming back to our opening text, we read that the first letter of Peter was written to "the exiles of the Dispersion". But just who are these exiles? Is this a letter from the apostle Peter to the scattered Jewish Christians, or is it a letter from God to all true believers, all true Israelites? (Phil.3:3, Gal.6:15-16)

In Rom.2:29 we read, "He is a Jew who is one inwardly, and real circumcision is a matter of the heart, spiritual and not literal".  We're told in Gal.3:7 that "it is men of faith who are sons of Abraham", and true Israelites. Again in Rom.9:8 we see it's "not the children of the flesh who are the children of God, but the children of the promise".  

That promise was, and still is, that it is faith like Abraham's when he believed God's Word to him, that would be counted as righteousness to us, making us right and acceptable to God. (Gen.l5:6)  Once more, in Gal.3:26 we see that we are sons of God through faith; through believing his Word to us; and in Gal.3:29 we read, "If you are Christ's, then you are Abraham's offspring, heirs according to promise."

In the early years of the Church, recorded in the Book of Acts, we read of Christians being scattered across the then known world. Now remembering that in Jh.l5:19 Jesus tells his disciples they were not of this world, it surely isn't difficult to see that every word written in this letter of Peter's, as in all of the scriptures, is a word written to every believer, by the Spirit of God (2Tim.3:16), whether they be Jew or Gentile.

So now, who are those exiles we read about in our text? Who are they, but all who believe God's Word to them? And what is that Word to them, but Jesus Christ himself? (Jh.l:1)  Believing God's Word begins with accepting that he exists, though that's only an essential first step. (Heb.ll:6) We must progress to having a faith like Abraham's. A faith that believes everything God is saying to us in the death, burial and resurrection of Jesus Christ, who is the Word of God, come in the flesh. (Heb.l:1-2)

In Heb.11:13-16 we are told that people of faith, like Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham and Sarah were "strangers and exiles on the earth".  The text reads, "These all died in faith, not having received what was promised, but having seen it and greeted it from afar, and having acknowledged that they were strangers (aliens) and exiles on the earth.  For people who speak like this make it clear that they are seeking a homeland. If they had been thinking of the land from which they had gone out, they would have had opportunity to return, but as it is they desired a better country; that is a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared a city for them."

But what of us today, where do we stand? Are we living like those Jews who became so integrated that they had lost the vision of a homeland? Have we become so much part of this world that it takes up just about all of our thinking?  Are we really seeking after a homeland? Does it fill our thoughts? Or are we excusing ourselves by saying there's nothing wrong with going after a more expensive home, more money, more security, and so on? Do we feel that those who talk freely about Jesus Christ, the Word, or who constantly refer to heaven and God, are being a bit too fanatical or radical?

Let me remind you that those who have made sport their idol, never talk about much else. Those who have given themselves over to drink have no other real interest. Those who go after physical pleasure are in no way ashamed of letting others see their depraved lusts. They're proud of them.

As a final example, those who crave material things are never slow to talk about their possessions, their successes and their achievements, even if some of those are a little shady, gained at the expense of others.

Jesus said, "A tree is known by its fruit". (Matt.12:33) We can often fool ourselves into thinking we're alright, but it’s a little more difficult to fool those who live around us. If we're really fairdinkum with God, and if we want to see ourselves as we actually are, then we need to go and listen to what those who have spent some time with us have to say. If we can find someone who cares enough to be honest with us, then we've found a true friend. 

In the final analysis, the god who lives in our hearts is the god we talk about. That's why Jesus could say, "By your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned." (Matt.12:37)

Mind you, if we're really fairdinkum about knowing ourselves, then we must get into the Word, so it can get into us, and "reveal the thoughts and intentions of our hearts" to us. (Heb.4:12-13) What a challenge that is for us all.

I do hope though, that none of us are like those Jews who tried to hide their identity because they were ashamed of who they were. Jesus said, "Whoever is ashamed of me, or of my words before this sinful and adulterous generation, I will be ashamed of him, when I come in the glory of my Father, with the holy angels". (Mk.8:38)
Do our non-Christian friends and neighbours know we're real, fair-dinkum Christians? Are we living as strangers and exiles here? Are we, like the Irish exiles of the past, in constant touch with our homeland, longing to be there? (Heb.ll:13-14) Are we really, like some Jews of past generations, and maybe of the present one as well, putting ourselves at the disposal of others. Are we first pouring ourselves, and then our resources, into getting others into the Kingdom of God, getting them home?

Are we, like Jesus, going after the lost sheep, those who have been made to stumble by people claiming to be Christians? (Matt.l8:12, Ecc.3:15 RSV) Are we, like the Samaritan in Luke 10:30-37, pouring the oil and wine of God's Word into the wounds of God's people? The wounds so often caused by our carelessness, and that of others. The careless words (Matt.12:36), the careless actions, the failure to be as Jesus Christ to ALL his people (Matt.25:45), to all of our eternal family. Surely we realise that God's family is our family.
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