Sunday, April 17th, 2011 – Palm Sunday - Mission Update: Teusinks in Ethiopia

“Acquiring a Handle on the Entire Bible while Being the Body of Christ together!”
The Bible says: Jesus, through the Gospel, makes us into a people who display the glory of God by word and deed!
1 Peter 2:4-12
6 …“See, I lay a stone in Zion, a chosen and precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in Him will never be put to shame.” – 9 But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of Him who called you out of darkness into His wonderful light.  1 Peter 2:6 & 9 NIV

-----------
We have now entered Holy Week in the church calendar. From the day of shouting Hosanna to the King who entered Jerusalem on a previously unridden donkey colt to the darkest day in the history of humanity when the Son of God was crucified for crimes He had not committed and then to that bright Sunday morning we now know as Resurrection Day, when Christ arose from the dead as the conquering Savior and Lord of life. This is Holy Week. It is a time of somber and joyful remembrance.
It is very appropriate that we will hear Don Carson say in the second half of our morning together:
God has made available the righteousness that we all so desperately need to all who believe because all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.
We have been bought back and as a result we have been freed from what would otherwise have enslaved us.
God gave His Son to be just and the one who declares just those who have faith in Him. “My sin is now viewed as His, and He paid for it. His righteousness is now viewed as mine.”
These are astonishing statements. Christ has taken upon Himself our sins and paid the penalty of those sins as well so that our just God can declare us just. If those statements are true and if we believe them and allow them to shape our every action, not only are we saved, we are being transformed individually within the context of our community in Christ.

That message resonates with what we are hearing in our complementary sermons from 1 Peter. Last week we saw how our partnership with the Holy Spirit in His work of sanctifying us or setting us apart for the Father’s purposes moves us into loving relationships with fellow brothers and sisters in Christ.

1 Peter 1:22 (NIV) 22 Now that you have purified yourselves by obeying the truth so that you have sincere love for your brothers, love one another deeply, from the heart.

It was through the proclamation of the Good News of Christ that the Holy Spirit did a work of birthing new life in us. 

1 Peter 1:25 (NIV) 25 “. . . the word of the Lord stands forever.” And this is the word that was preached to you. Or more accurately from the NKJV, Now this is the word which by the gospel was preached to you. 

And now, because we have this new life from God, it follows that we are hungry for pure spiritual milk found in God’s word.

1 Peter 2:2-3 (NIV) 2 Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation, 3 now that you have tasted that the Lord is good.
Keep in mind how Peter is following his outline from verse 2 of chapter 1. 

1 Peter 1:2 (NIV) 

(1.) 2 (you) who have been chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, 

(2.) through the sanctifying work of the Spirit, 

(3.) for obedience to Jesus Christ and sprinkling by His blood: 
I understand Peter to be in the “Obedience” section of his outline, and from verse 13 of chapter 1 through verse 3 of chapter 2, Peter gives his readers 5 imperatives, 5 musts for those who are alive in Christ and being sanctified by the Spirit.

#1. 1:13, Set your hope fully on the grace to be given you when Jesus Christ is revealed.
#2. 1:15, Be holy in all you do.    #3. 1:17, Conduct your lives as strangers here in reverent fear because your true home is in heaven.    #4. 1:22, You have brotherly love, now kick it up a notch to godly love, unselfish love. Love one another deeply from a pure heart. Add a hand to your heart.
#5. 2:2, Crave to drink from the milk of God’s Word. Be hungry for God’s Word.

All of these imperatives are rooted in our engagement with and in God’s Word. Through God’s Word we get an accurate vision of our future with Christ and we set our hope on that grace yet to be given us. Because we have been chosen it follows that we would cooperate with that choice and choose to set ourselves apart for God. The more we realize that our true home is in heaven, we are less and less bothered that we are strangers here on this earth. Because we have found ourselves in the position of enjoying the purity of a life that results from obeying the truth of God’s Word which has moved us into loving relationships with our brothers and sisters in Christ, we want to continue all the more to welcome God’s Word into our lives and obey it. For truly, God’s Spirit takes God’s Word and changes us into God’s servants for God’s glory.
Wednesday night in our study of our text for today, it was noted that there seemed to be a change of tone as we moved into verse 4 of chapter 2. For one thing, there are no imperatives given in verses 4-12. Verses 11 & 12 get close to it, but it remains an urging, not a commanding voice, like a strong appeal instead of a command. That in itself changes the tone. 

Also, these 9 verses carry us over a huge sweep of biblical history, taking us back to walk through the Old Testament right into the New and into our present day walk with Christ all for the glory of God. Peter paints a picture of who we are in Christ and where we are headed with Him and why for a little while we are scattered among the peoples of this world as aliens pointing the way to a better home so that those who presently are not believing will turn to the only One who can save them and give them hope.
1 Peter 2:4-12 (NIV) 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. 6 For in Scripture it says: “See, I lay a stone in Zion, a chosen and precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in Him will never be put to shame.”
Clearly, Peter is saying that Jesus is the living Stone, unique for at least three reasons. 1. He is the living Stone who has been chosen by God. 2. He is the living Stone who is precious to the Father. And, strangely, 3. He is the living Stone who has been rejected by men. 
This latter unique feature of the living Stone must strike us all with a certain amount of curiosity. O, I rather think it needs to go beyond curiosity to a search for understanding. Why must the One we are to come to for salvation also be the One who was rejected by men? Why can’t the living Stone be the popular One, the heroic figure, the One who is always well-liked by everyone? Why must He be, as we will soon see, the Stone that causes people to stumble?

Could it be that as we come to see Jesus as truly having been rejected, having been condemned by all of humanity, who was spit on and abused and hung up on a criminal’s cross to die in full view of the world, that it is then that God’s Spirit is able to do a work of opening our eyes to see that we were part of that crowd who rejected Him, who condemned Him and that the sins He carried with Him to the cross were our sins, my sins and your sins?

I’m thinking that this question of why we must come to the rejected Son of God is key to unpacking our text for today. God has been rejected by our unbelief. It is we who have refused to trust God’s instructions and guidance and wisdom. We have flat out disobeyed God, choosing rather to go our own way, somehow thinking we knew better. Even when God sent His Son to this earth to make His ultimate appeal to all humanity, His Son was rejected by all men, including us. This is the One we are to come to for salvation, the chosen and precious Son of God, rejected by men.

Jesus isn’t just someone who has been rejected by the masses. He was rejected by us, by you and by me. It is important, then, that we come to Him remembering why He was rejected. It was our rejection. It was our disobedience. It was our sin. It was our idolatry that sent Him to the cross.

What I believe our text will demonstrate for us is this: As we live the Christian life we are re-enacting Christ’s life, including the portion of His being rejected by men, as well as being chosen by the Father and precious to Him.
This is a timely statement in the context of Holy Week. The progression of Holy Week can be seen in our text for today. It’s almost like Holy Week is the outline for our sermon text. With the celebration of Christ as King on Palm Sunday we see the living Stone, the Chosen and Precious One, who has come from God to save us. But as Passover nears, suddenly the festivities turn to hatred and accusation and murder. Jesus is rejected by men. But our action of rejection is not the final word. On Sunday, Jesus is glorified by the Father through His resurrection from the dead and He will soon ascend into heaven to be exalted to the right hand of the throne of God.
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I believe Peter’s audience understood this. And by now in the daily walk of these believers in Christ to whom Peter writes, they are embracing Christ and are growing in their new life in Christ. They have been coming to Christ daily, hour by hour, moment by moment. This has been the pattern of their lives and Peter reminds them that as they keep coming to Jesus, the living Stone, it is good to remember that He was chosen by the Father and precious to Him and that our rejection of Him only brought out the merciful, seeking heart of our Savior even more.
1 Peter 2:4-6 (NIV) 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. 6 For in Scripture it says: 
“See, I lay a stone in Zion, a chosen and precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in Him will never be put to shame.”
Why must we keep coming to Jesus? It is our daily repentance, our daily acknowledgment that He is worthy to be trusted. We keep coming to Him who has redeemed us by His blood and given us new life so that we will continue to receive nourishment and strength from Him. We keep coming to Him because all progress in our Christian life as an individual and as a community depends on it. It is in our constant coming to Jesus that we bow our stubborn wills to Him as our Supreme Master, readying ourselves to do His will.
Now notice how Peter describes our relationship with the Master. In verse 4 he has clearly identified Christ as the living Stone. Now he identifies us in verse 5.

1 Peter 2:5 (NIV) 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.
We also are like living stones. Peter uses the exact same description for our identity. We are living stones because we “come” to the living Stone from whom we draw our life. Life from Him passes into our hearts and minds and shapes us into His likeness. He is the living Stone. We are then like Him as living stones.

And God has a purpose for our being living stones. It is so that we are built together into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood. Priests are to be mediators between God and humanity. Peter is saying that our ministry of mediating between God and humanity is a community ministry, the coming together of living stones to be built into a spiritual house so we can offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God.

What should we make of these spiritual sacrifices? I would contend that the primary and overriding sacrifice Peter is speaking of here is reverent obedience to our Lord Jesus Christ. We’ve made this point earlier. Obedience to Christ is the behavior of someone who has the life of Christ within them. It is the most basic spiritual sacrifice we make that is pleasing to the Lord. That’s because it reflects our trust in Him.

The most profound example of sacrificial obedience that Peter speaks of in his letter takes us back to his 3rd imperative in verse 17-19. 

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, a lamb without blemish or defect.
Christ has called us to live our lives as He lived His, given fully to the will of God the Father. Our lifestyle is a constant surrendering of our will to the Father’s will modeled after the way Jesus lived His life. To offer spiritual sacrifices of obedience to Christ is most like the way Christ loved us. We were His enemies, yet He died for us, offering Himself in love as a sacrifice that we could be rescued from our empty way of life.

We have not just been rescued, we have been given Christ’s life to reside within us and to transform us and to make us into a spiritual house.
O, there’s so much to be said about this text; so many allusions to the Old Testament. Peter quotes from Isaiah 28:16 that points to the coming of Jesus as the cornerstone for the new spiritual temple in the heavenly city of Jerusalem. He quotes from Psalm 118:22 that speaks of the stone the builders rejected only to later turn out to be the final stone in the building, the capstone. Peter quotes from Isaiah 8:14 to portray the disobedient as those who stumble over Jesus because they refused to believe that Jesus was the Messiah.

Then in verse 9, Peter applies to the church various terms, various descriptions that were originally spoken concerning Israel. And there are many more Old Testament references in our text. This just speaks again of the continuity between the Old Testament and the New. The entire Bible is one story of God redeeming sinful humanity through His Son Jesus Christ.

1 Peter 2:6-10 (NIV) 6 For in Scripture it says: “See, I lay a stone in Zion, a chosen and precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in Him will never be put to shame.”
7 Now to you who believe, this stone is precious. But to those who do not believe, “The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone,”
8 and, “A stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall.”
They stumble because they disobey the message—which is also what they were destined for. 
9 But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of Him who called you out of darkness into His wonderful light. 10 Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy. 
God is gathering a people of rescued slaves and revived dead people who will proclaim with their voices and their behavior that God is rich in mercy and able to save. These gathered people have become God’s chosen people, God’s royal priesthood, and God’s holy nation. They are a community that shares in common their previous hostility towards their Savior. But that hostility is gone now and they have been set free from that dead-end way of life to be brought into the fullness of life because God was merciful and Jesus was an obedient sacrifice. And now this community of reborn people lives to declare the praises of Him who called them out of darkness and brought them into His wonderful light.

And so it is fitting that a people who once rejected their Savior would now be joined to God’s mission to keep offering true hope to those who are still rejecting their Savior. It’s as though Peter has come full circle as we hear him remind his audience of their identities as aliens and strangers in the world, now to be committed to add their voices to the ones who proclaimed the message of Good News to them, the message that the Holy Spirit used to set them free.

1 Peter 2:11-12 (NIV) 
11 Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul. 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. 
We who are building our lives on the foundation of the living Stone, Jesus Christ, are living stones in the likeness of our Savior, offering spiritual sacrifices to God through our obedience to Christ and finding God to be faithful to His promises even when we are rejected like Jesus was while offering the only true hope to a world entrapped by sin.
O, it is important to recognize that we must still fight the war being waged against our souls by the evil one who schemes to deceive us with false promises and outright lies. But, as we keep drawing close to Jesus, His strength will prevail over the enemies’ and we will remain hopeful that God’s message of hope will break through in the power of the Holy Spirit to set captives free.

Would you listen now to the Holy Spirit as He brings to your mind friends, neighbors and acquaintances who are holding back from confessing their need for Jesus to be their Savior and Lord? Would you pray with more urgency for these whom God has placed on your heart that God would open their eyes to see the beauty and the glory of God in the face of Jesus and that they would bow in surrender to Him?
Would you consider, after your prayers, inviting them to join you this Good Friday for our Tenebrae Service and for our Easter Service with brunch to follow? This Holy Week, let’s be proclaimers of true hope to those without hope.

