Watchfulness and Obedience
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Shine within our hearts, loving
Master, the pure light of Your
divine knowledge and open
the eyes of our minds that we
may comprehend the message
of Your Gospel. Instill in us,
also, reverence for Your
blessed commandments, so
that having conquered sinful
desires, we may pursue a
spiritual life, thinking and
doing all those things that are
pleasing to You. For You,
Christ our God, are the light of
our souls and bodies, and to
You we give glory together
with Your Father who is
without beginning and Your all
holy, good, and life giving
Spirit, now and forever and to
the ages of ages.
Amen.

Every time before we
start the study of the
Holy Scriptures we say
the prayer that is in
the Divine Liturgy
before the Gospel
reading, which the
priest recites. We say
this prayer so that God
may enlighten us so
that with the Holy
Spirit we may be able
to understand, and not
just understand, but
be able to apply what
we are going to study.
Because without the
Holy Spirit we cannot
understand anything
or apply anything.

With the help of God today we will
continue with 1Peter 1:13-14.
“Therefore gird up the loins of
your mind, be sober, and
rest your hope fully upon the
grace that is to be brought to you
at the revelation of Jesus Christ;
as obedient children, not
conforming yourselves to the
former lusts, as in your
ignorance;”
Peter, as we saw in the previous
lessons we studied, described to
us in very vivid and beautiful
expressions the great inheritance
that God will give to those who
believe and follow His will in their
lives.

Today we will see the
practical consequences in
this new life which we live.
In other words, he will tell
us that the principles of our
Christian faith must be
harmonized, they must be in
agreement with our
behavior in the world.
He tells us that the
participation of man is a
necessary condition of
salvation. Although we have
explained in previous
lessons that salvation is
given as Grace, as a gift, it
is necessary for man to
participate.

So in this very nice verse, verse 13,
the Apostle Peter first uses an example
from the life at that time which has to
do with the clothing people wore and
how they worked, how they ran and
how they went about doing other
things. It was necessary for them to lift
their long outer garments and tuck
them into their belts so that they were
free to run, work and so on.
We also see this image of a belt
fastened in the middle in the Gospel of
Luke 12:35 where Christ Himself said
that we should have our belt fastened;
in other words, be ready.
With this image, He wants to tell us
that the Christian must be prepared,
and always be ready.
Specifically, here Peter wants to show
us figuratively how focused the mind
of the Christian should be; that the
Christian’s mind must be focused on
God.

Our minds need to be
focused on God and not on
useless, vain, sinful things. It
takes a lot of effort and
struggle. It is a very serious
matter concerning spiritual
struggle.
Usually our minds are
scattered with various things
which are either irrelevant
and useless or sinful.
From personal experience
each of us knows that even
at the time of prayer, even at
the time of the Divine Liturgy
and especially the Mystery of
the Holy Eucharist, many
times our minds are
scattered on other things.

Let us, who
mystically
represent the
Cherubim and
who sing the
thrice-holy hymn
to the lifecreating Trinity,
now lay aside
every worldly
care. So that we
may receive the
King of all . . .

The Cherubic Hymn

In other words, while at
the time of prayer and
worship, our mind
revolves around vain
things, life’s worries, or,
as we said, around sinful
things.
This is why the
hymnographer of our
Church (who knows
human pathology), before
the Great Entrance during
the Divine Liturgy, tells us
in the Cherubic Hymn to
leave out all worldly cares
during worship, even well
meaning cares. At that
time our mind must be
concentrated on the
worship of God and the
Divine Holy Mystery.

Not only this hymn, but
many other hymns,
speak to us about this
crucial issue on how to
gather our mind and
dedicate our heart to
God. That is why
another beautiful prayer
of the Church tells us:
“Lord gather my
scattered mind.”
The first thing that
verse 13 tells us is
about the
concentration of the
mind. The second thing
it tells us is about
“nepsis” (Νῆψις) or
watchfulness.
This is a very vast
subject, too.

First of all, let us say that this verb
“be watchful” (νήφω), from the
time of Homer and other ancient
writers had the meaning of
abstaining from wine, that “I do not
drink wine”. This was the original
meaning. It has the meaning that:
“I am sober. I am restrained and I
abstain from wine.”
In the Christian Era, this word has
taken on much greater
proportions, (and we all know
about the neptic fathers for their
noetic prayer and all those things).
Here Peter uses the meaning as in
other cases in the New Testament,
to tell us that the Christian must be
restrained and vigilant, to watch
out for any spiritual danger. He has
to be ready.

This is why in the Orthodox
monasticism of our Church we
have the concept of wakefulness
(Αγρυπνία). It is the vigilance of
the spirit. The monks do not
sleep at night. They are
constantly watchful so that they
can be quick and always ready to
face any attack of the devil, the
enemy.
And in this vigilance, in this turn
of the heart and mind to God, it is
very helpful to repeat the prayer
of the heart, the Jesus prayer:
“Lord Jesus Christ have mercy
on me.”
The repetition of this very short
prayer helps us to be in
communion with God. It helps
our soul not to sleep. It helps us
to be vigilant and communicate
unceasingly with God.

That is why we know from the
lives of the saints and
especially among the noetic,
neptic fathers and ascetics,
that they had succeeded in the
noetic prayer (the prayer of the
heart) and were in communion
with God so much so that as
the Prophet David tells us,
even when they were asleep
they continued to pray.

St. Porphyrios of Kavsokalyvia (+1991)

At this point we need to point
out that in the spiritual
struggle there is no period of
rest. In our daily lives, in our
private lives we work and we
need to rest. But in the
spiritual struggle there is no
period when we say, “Now I
will rest. I will not fight. I will
stop struggling and I will rest.”
There is no such thing.

When someone is at
war and knows that the
enemy is guarding the
other side to find the
right opportunity to
attack, they are
constantly on alert.
Alas, if you’re in this
situation and you say,
“Now let me rest a little.
Let me sit down and
relax”, the enemy will
find the opportunity
when you are asleep,
when you are in a state
of rest to attack and
overtake you.

The same is true in the
spiritual struggle. The
meaning that St. Peter talks
about here is that we must
never forget that we are in
an invisible war and our
enemy is not a human
being. He is not a person
who can get tired and leave
us alone once and for all.
But, he is the devil who
never sleeps, never rests
and is always ready to find
the right opportunity to
attack us.

This is why Peter is talking to
us about nepsis or
watchfulness (νῆψις), which
has a very deep meaning and
great importance for our
spiritual life. We need to be
restrained in our food, our
drink. You see from the
beginning this concept
started as an abstinence
from wine. We need to have
restraint with our words, with
our thoughts, and to restrain
our desires. All this is what
we call watchfulness.

And a third thing we need to comment on
in this verse is the issue of hope. St.
Peter tells us here to: “rest your hope
upon the grace that is to be brought to
you at the revelation of Jesus Christ.”
1Peter 1:13
He is telling us to let hope lead us to the
complete salvation that awaits us when
Jesus Christ appears.
So the subject of hope is salvation. That
is the point. That is what we set our hope
on. And this hope begins as soon as we
believe in Christ. This hope begins from
the moment we are reborn in the
Sacrament of Baptism and continues as
long as we live this life here.
We hope that the salvation will be
completed in the Revelation of Christ in
His Second Coming. Then our salvation
will be completed.

To summarize the 13th verse,
Peter is talking to us about
three basic things:
1. The concentration of our
mind on God.
2. Watchfulness, and all that we
said about that.
3. The hope of our salvation
from this life and its completion
when Christ is revealed in His
Second Coming.

We move into the next verse,
verse 14, in which Peter tells
us that, “Since you have
made the decision to obey
God, do not let the desires
regulate you now that you
had before you met God.”
.
The verse begins with two
words in the original text
which Peter characterizes the
recipients of his Epistle. He
calls the Christians “obedient
children”.
“as obedient children,
not conforming
yourselves to the
former lusts, as in your
ignorance;”
1Peter 1:14

He calls them “obedient”
because Christians are
struggling. They are fighting
so that their lives will be in
harmony, in accordance with
the promises they made at
their baptism.

Therefore the
Christians cannot
behave differently
from what they
promised. In fact,
Peter says here that
they cannot behave
according to the
wishes they had
before meeting Christ.
This verse tells us
about two things. The
first thing is the issue
of obedience.
Obedience gave birth
to our salvation.

To understand this we
must say that
disobedience to God
from the first human
beings, gave birth to
death. So, because of
the disobedience of the
first Adam, the old
Adam, we inherited
death.

And being found in appearance as a man, He
humbled Himself and became obedient to the
point of death, even the death on the cross.
Philippians 2:8

Now the New
Adam, Christ,
because of
His obedience
to the Father
(which the
Apostle Paul
tells us in his
letter to the
Philippians
2:8, “He
obeyed until
death, death
on the
Cross”) gave
us our
salvation.

Let’s please remember
something they say in
monasteries on the subject of
obedience:
“Obedience is life.
Disobedience is death.”
«Η υπακοή είναι ζωή.
Η ανυπακοή είναι θάνατος.»
From the moment we promised
God at our baptism that we
would listen to what God tells us,
if we do the opposite, it is as if
we did not believe, as if we were
not baptized, as if we were living
our previous life before Christ.

Let us recall the promises we made
on the day of our baptism where the
priest asked us, “Do you renounce
Satan and all of his works?”
Response; “I do renounce him!”
“Do you unite yourself to Christ?”
Response: “I do unite myself to
Christ!”
When we said, “I am renouncing
Satan”, It means that we have
promised before God that we will
never again do anything that Satan
tells us to do. And on the contrary,
when we say that we unite ourselves
with Christ, we promise that from
now on we will do only what Christ
tells us to do. We will fully obey
what Christ tells us.

Obedience to God is what will give
birth to our personal salvation. And
on the contrary, our disobedience
to God will bring us our complete
destruction.
So the first thing for our salvation is
obedience; and the second thing is
not to collaborate with the world.
We have our life before Christ and
after Christ. In our life after Christ,
if we do not do all that Christ tells
us to do and we continue to live as
we lived before, it means that we do
not believe in Christ properly and
we do not follow the path of God
but we follow the path of the devil,
the ruler of the world.

Icon of the Sunday of the Paralytic

So let’s put it a little simpler.
Being a Christian means a
change of life, a change
lifestyle, a change of mentality.
Whatever I did before which
was contrary to God’s will, I do
not do again. That’s what
being a Christian means.
Before I was baptized, before I
believed in Christ, I thought
selfishly, egotistically. My
desires were sinful, secular
and carnal. Now everything
must be according to the will
of God. My desires must be
God-loving, pleasing to God.
Now I must not be overtaken
by the spirit of the world but
only by the Spirit of God.

We should not care about what
people say and what the
neighbors or relatives will say.
We should care about what
Christ says. The will of God
must be applied in our lives
and that’s the way we should
proceed.
So to connect the two things
we said about obedience and
the world, we will say that we
have made the decision that
we will obey the will of God.
We will carry out God’s
Commandments. We will not
choose and say, “I like this
Commandment and will apply
it. I don’t like this one and
won’t apply it.” We will do our
best to do the will of God. We
will be separated from the
sinful world, spiritually. We will
not follow worldly wisdom.

We will conclude by
mentioning a similar passage
from St. Paul’s letter to the
Romans 12:2 in which he tells
us exactly what Peter says in
verse 14.
He tells us not to adapt to the
mentality of this world, but to
be constantly evolving for the
better, gaining the new mind of
the believer so that we will be
able to discern better the good
and perfect will of God.
“And do not be conformed to
this world, but be transformed
by the renewing of your mind,
that you may prove what is that
good and acceptable and
perfect will of God.”
Romans 12:2

Question: How do the Orthodox faithful
understand what obedience means in the
Orthodox Church’s view?
The Orthodox Church’s view on obedience
is that obedience is freedom.
At first glance, this seems to be an
oxymoron. It seems strange because many
people have combined obedience,
ecclesiastical obedience like the Orthodox
Church teaches, with military discipline.
That’s why when they hear the word
obedience they react because it reminds
some people of the years they spent in the
military or the years they spent in school
and had to be disciplined. They had to do
certain things willingly or unwillingly.

But Christian obedience
is freedom that is, “I freely choose
to follow the path of God or the path
of the devil.”
We can give many examples from
the Bible, but let’s focus on one that
we all know very well, the prayer
that Christ taught us, the Lord’s
Prayer, in which we say to God,
“Thy will be done.”
When we say, “Thy will be done,
Your will and not mine”, it means
that we freely and voluntarily accept
the will of God and we tell Him,
“Lord, Your will be done in my life;
and not my will.”
Firstly, we will find the will of God
recorded in the Bible. Secondly, we
will find it in the Church.

Because the Church is the sole interpreter of
God’s Word, she tells us what the Word of God
means and how we will apply it to our personal
lives.
In other words, each of us does not interpret the
Word of God as he wants and does not apply it
as he wishes in his personal life, but as the
Church teaches him.
Unfortunately, we have many cases of people
who, although they read the word of God and
other books that may be relevant, they are not
determined to obey what the Church tells them.
But, they are following their own path.
When we say that we obey the Church,
someone might ask, “How is this obedience
done?”
Perhaps we feel that the Church is a building.
The Church is Christ Himself!
Christ has left us through the Sacrament of the
priesthood, the priests, the shepherds to guide
the people and express God’s will to the faithful.
The faithful, by obeying their shepherds, in
essence follow and obey God.

That is why in our Church we have the
institution of the spiritual father. The spiritual
father is responsible for guiding the soul of
every member of his community to the way of
God, to the way of the Kingdom of God.
That is why the faithful must consult with their
spiritual father in matters of their spiritual life
and be obedient to what the spiritual father tells
them.
To give an example, some people decide not to
take part in the Divine Eucharist, Holy
Communion or they do not take part in the
Sacrament of Holy Confession. They decide for
themselves. “I’ll do this. I’ll abstain from the
sacrament for reasons a and reasons b. I’ll fast
the way I want to fast or I won’t fast. I will decide
for myself.”
You cannot decide for yourself! You have to
obey. If you do it yourself, no matter how many
great things you think you do, you do nothing.
But if you do whatever you do with obedience
then these things have a great blessing from
God.

To put it another way, the spiritual
father is like the doctor. We have a
health problem and go to the doctor.
The doctor gives us advice and
prescribes medicine. But, we neither
listen to the advice nor take the
medicine and then of course we will
not be cured.
And so it is with the spiritual father. He
is a spiritual doctor. He is the doctor of
the soul. We need to listen to the
advice he will give us. We must obey.
We must accept the medicine he will
give us, the “spiritual medicine” in
order to be healed.

We must fully
understand that
without obedience to
the Church as we
previously explained,
we cannot make any
spiritual progress.
In order to have
spiritual progress I
will not do what I
want, but what Christ
wants as He is
expressed by His
Church through his
shepherds who have
been placed to guide
the people of God. In
this way I will make
progress. Otherwise
no progress can be
expected.

Let me add here, that people who do not obey cause
great problems in every church community where
they belong. And this is especially true when there
are problems for example, now with the issue of the
COVID-19 pandemic.
I’m not just talking about Korea, but wherever there is
an Orthodox Church, problems appear from people
who have not learned to obey the Church. And I will
tell you what it looks like.
Without mentioning any names, I will speak in
general. For example, in a church the head of the
church and the congregation decided that we should
close the churches to the public because it is
dangerous to people’s health because of the
pandemic. This has to be done to protect the people.
Some people who do not obey started saying, “The
Patriarch is wrong, the Archbishop is wrong, and so
on.” They put themselves above the Council, above
the Patriarch, above all. Why? Because they never
learned to obey the Church and they do whatever they
want.

Unfortunately, I repeat the
word unfortunately with
pain of soul, because of
their disobedience, (and
there were some clergymen
among the disobedient), to
their bishops, some of
them died.
And they died because they
did not keep with what the
Church said as a Synod, as
the Church. Instead, they
did what they wanted. They
thought they were “superorthodox” and above
everyone. And because of
this we have deaths of
clergy and others who did
not obey.

That is why, my brothers and sisters, our
advice is to obey the Church. By obeying
the Church we obey Christ. By obeying
Christ we gain our salvation.
This should never leave our thoughts.
There is no other way of salvation.
The life of all of us is divided into life
before Christ and after Christ. As
baptized Christians, we must not live as
we did before Christ; That is, before we
met Christ as our personal Savior. Let’s
not do whatever we want but let us obey
Christ. In this way we will be saved.
All the saints of the Church without
exception obeyed the Church. The Saints
became Holy having had respect for and
obeying the Clergy of the Church.

Glory be to God! Thank you for your attention!

