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“Being God’s People”

“But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that you may
proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.”

I’ve been a real hypocrite this week.

Before you jump to conclusions – or start nodding your heads in agreement – let me explain: the word
“hypocrite” literally means “stage actor,” someone who pretends to be someone else.  This past week (and
once more this afternoon) I’ve been pretending to be the Bank Chairman in Mary Poppins – and if you know
anything about my lack of financial skills, you know that this is definitely not who I am in real life.  You could
say the same thing about my participation in the musical’s big production numbers: to say that I’m a “dancer”
is also an exercise in hypocrisy!

Being a hypocrite on stage is fine; in fact, the whole point of theatre is to create an illusion that the actor is
another person, and the best actors are so convincing that it may be hard to separate the actor from the role. 
But hypocrisy is a whole different matter away from the stage; at the least, it can create a false impression in
our minds about another person, while at its worst it can lead us to place our trust in someone who pretends
to be someone they are not.  The upcoming movie about Bernie Madoff, who swindled innocent people out of
millions of dollars, is one example of what happens when a hypocrite presents himself as the real deal, with
those who fell for his lies being the victims.  To live with integrity means that our lives reflect our identity, that
our conduct is a living witness to others that we truly are the persons that we claim to be.

The identity of God’s people and the manner in which they live are key components of the message of the First
Letter of Peter.  The Apostle writes this letter of encouragement to the churches of Asia Minor whose identity
and position in society have been thrown into confusion because of their confession of faith in Jesus Christ as
Lord.  He has reminded them that they have been “born anew to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus
Christ from the dead” (1:3), and that this living hope is rooted in “the living and enduring word of God … that
was announced to you.”  (1:23, 25).  The living hope that is rooted in this living word requires of those who
embrace it a living response, following our Lord Jesus Christ who has left us “an example, so that you should
follow in his steps.” (2:21).  To be a Christian, in other words, one must not only “talk the talk” but “walk the
walk.”  The Apostle reminds his readers of the good news they have heard, and calls them to live responsibly in
the light of that good news while also being comforted by the reminder of God’s election and call.

Christians are called to live lives very different from the lives they left behind.  As one leaves behind old clothes
that are no longer appropriate, the Apostle calls upon his readers to “rid yourselves, therefore, of all malice,
and all guile, insincerity, envy, and all slander.” (2:1).  As they have been clothed anew in baptism, they
embrace a new life in which the faithful live in mutuality and trust (“you have genuine mutual love [so that you]
love one another deeply from your heart.” – 1:22), having shedded the comfortable old garb of familiar
selfishness for that which reflect who they are as the baptized people of God.

· “Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have stripped off the old self with its practices and have
clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge according to the image of
the creator… As God’s chosen ones, holy and precious, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness,
humility, meekness, and patience … Above all, clothe yourselves in love, which binds everything
together in perfect harmony.” – Colossians 3:9-10, 12, 14.



In their new life in Christ, Christians are like infants who the Apostle calls to “long for the pure, spiritual milk, so
that by it you may grow into salvation – if indeed you have tasted that the Lord is good.” (2:2-3).  This “spiritual
milk” is both gift and grace.  As the Promised Land flowed with “milk and honey” for the children of Israel
(Deuteronomy 31:20), so also Christian believers receive “milk” as a foretaste of the fuller salvation yet to
come: “Christians live with the promise of the fullness of God’s mercy and have a foretaste of what that mercy
will be.” (David Bartlett).  To “have tasted that the Lord is good” brings to mind Psalm 34:8 (“O taste and see
that the LORD is good; happy are those who take refuge in him.”), a reminder that the gift that believers
receive is Christ’s own self.

In order to help his readers understand both their own identity and how they are connected with Christ and
other Christians, the Apostle presents the image of the Church as a “house of living stones” with Christ as the
cornerstone.  But this is not a static dwelling built of lifeless material; it is a house built upon Christ who is “a
living stone, though rejected by mortals yet chosen and precious in God’s sight” (2:4).  As a living stone, Christ is
both alive and life-giving, a foundation upon which to build one’s life.  As these people have experienced
rejection from others because of their faith, the one upon whom they are to build their new lives was also
rejected by humans as if it was dead and worthless, but God has chosen this stone and declared it to be living
and valuable.  Christians, like Christ, have been rejected by humans but are elected and precious in the sight of
God: “like living stones, let yourselves be built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual
sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.” (2:5).  Christians therefore participate in the life of Christ
with both its threat and its blessing.  Christians are living stones as well, full of life and life-giving.

· “As individual stones, we can do little with them except compare them and judge their beauty and
value.  When, however, all these little stones are brought together in one big mosaic portraying the
face of Christ, who would ever question the importance of any of them?  If one of them, even the least
spectacular one, is missing, the face is incomplete.  Together in the one mosaic, each little stone is
indispensable and makes a unique contribution to the glory of God.  That’s community, a fellowship of
little people who together make God visible in the world.” – Henri Nouwen.

The Apostle refers to three quotations from the Old Testament in order to illustrate how this house of
living stones is both a source of blessing for those who have been incorporated into it as well as a blessing
for others:

· “See I am laying in Zion a stone, a cornerstone chosen and precious; and whoever believes in him will
not be put to shame.” – Isaiah 28:16.  Christ is the cornerstone because the whole building rests on
him.

· “The stone that the builders rejected has become the very head of the corner.” – Psalm 118:22.
· “A stone that makes them stumble, and a rock that makes them fall.” – Isaiah 8:14.

The same stone serve as a cornerstone to some and a stumbling block to others, because faith is not simply a
matter of believing but also a matter of obedience.  The difference centers on whether or not one obeys the
Word that has been proclaimed as good news and salvation, the “word of the Lord [that] endures forever.” 
Those who choose to disobey this Word are “like grass and all its glory like the flower of grass.” (1:24).  It is
only through hearing and obeying the Word that one can be blessed by the living Word of God that builds all
who follow Jesus into a house of living stones that will endure forever because it has Christ as its cornerstone.
As Christ has been chosen by God as the cornerstone that is “chosen and precious,” to the eyes of faith it is
clear that Christians are also chosen and declared precious and beloved of God.  Christian believers, who seem
foolish and useless to others, are now God’s chosen people: “For you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a
holy nation, God’s own people …” (2:9).  The Apostle once again uses images from the Old Testament to give
his readers an understanding of their identity and status and the people of God:



· “You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to
myself.  Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured
possession out of all the peoples.  Indeed, the whole earth is mine, but you shall be for me a priestly
kingdom and a holy nation.” – Exodus 19:4-6.

· “The wild animals will honor me, the jackals and the ostriches; for I give water in the wilderness, rivers
in the desert, to give drink to my chosen people, the people whom I formed for myself so that they
might declare my praise.” – Isaiah 43:20-21.

In light of what God has done for them, believers are not only to live in obedience but are also called to declare
God’s praise.  The blessing carries with it a responsibility: they have been given this status and identity “in
order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.” 
As Hosea’s children changed their names to reflect their new status (“And I will have pity on Loruhamah, and I
will say to Loammi, ‘You are my people’; and he shall say, ‘You are my God.’” – Hosea 2:23), so also Christians
know a new reality in Jesus Christ: “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.” (2:10).

· “Christ, the rock of faith as attested again by the Scriptures, is thus the cornerstone of a new edifice, a
‘chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, that you may declare the wonderful
deeds of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.’ (2:9).  The identity of this people
has been assured against all detractors, and the section ends with a ringing declaration of the faithful
as ‘God’s people” who have now ‘received mercy.’  No one can take that identity away since it is a gift
of God.  But it is also a vocation and a commission.  The identity of the people of God is assured, but it
is finally not self-congratulatory.  The purpose of this election is clearly articulated in terms that
redound to the glory of God.  The declaration of ‘the wonderful deeds of him who called you out of
darkness’ is already identified as the sign that this Foundation of Christian Hope is not a static stone.  It
is a calling into the world as well as a source of courage for living in the world.” – David Tiede, Word &
World.

The good news for Christians of every generation is that God has given us an identity and status that no one
can take away from us.  There is no possibility of “identity theft” for those who have been declared “a chosen
race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people,” for those who hope is rooted in the living Word of
God that is ours in our crucified and risen Lord Jesus Christ.  As Paul reminds us in Romans, “all of us who have
been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death.  We were buried therefore with him by baptism
into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in
newness of life.  For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a
resurrection like his.” (Romans 6:3-5).  In Holy Baptism we are “reborn children of God and made members of
the church which is the body of Christ” (ELW Holy Baptism).  This is both the foundation of our hope throughout
life as well as our assurance at death that “nothing can separate us from the love of God which is ours in Christ
Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:39).  Because God has made us God’s holy people through our baptism into Christ,
we live in the assurance that “neither life not death shall ever from the Lord his children sever” (ELW Hymn
781).

But being God’s people is about far more than having an identity and status that is the source of our own hope. 
It also means being an “apostolic” people, those who continue the ministry of Jesus’ first apostles who our
Lord commissioned to “be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”
(Acts 1:8).  God has bestowed upon us the identity as God’s holy people for a purpose: “in order that you may
proclaim.”  From its very beginnings, the mission of the Church has been proclamation (kerygma); it was when
the Apostles were empowered by the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost that they “began to speak in other
languages, as the Spirit gave them ability,” so that those gathered in Jerusalem marveled that “in our own
languages we hear them speaking about God’s deeds of power.” (Acts 2:4, 11).  The purpose of the Church is to



be a people who know that they are indeed the Body of Christ and live in accordance with this identity in
continuing the work of Christ in every age.  It is living in the knowledge that “we have no mission but to serve in
full obedience to our Lord; to care for all, without reserve, and spread his liberating word.” (ELW Hymn 729).

· “I believe that there is a holy group and a congregation made up only of saints.  And you too are in this
church; the Holy Spirit leads you into it through the preaching of the gospel.  Formerly you knew
nothing of Christ, but the Christian church proclaimed Christ to you.  That is, I believe that there is a
holy church which is a congregation in which there are nothing but saints.  Through the Christian
church, that is, through its ministry, you were sanctified; for the Holy Spirit uses its ministry in order to
sanctify you.  Otherwise you would never know and hear Christ.” – Martin Luther, Sermons on the
Catechism.

There is a significant difference between an authentic church and a hypocritical church.  A hypocritical church is
one that presents itself as the people of God but does not back up this claim in the manner in which it lives its
common life.  It is a community that presents itself as something it is not, as an actor pretends to be someone
else on stage.  It is a people who Jesus declares to be “hypocrites” in Matthew 15:7, referencing the words of
Isaiah who speaks of people who “honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me; in vain do they
worship me, teaching human precepts as doctrines.” (Matthew 15:8; Isaiah 29:13).  

An authentic church, on the other hand, is a community of God’s people that commits itself to walking as
children of the light, of embodying the love of God in both word and deed.  It is a people who let the light of
Christ shine before others, “so that they may see your good words and give glory to your Father in heaven.”
(Matthew 5:16).  It is a gathering of God’s people who endeavor to continue in the covenant God made with
them in Holy Baptism: “to live among God’s faithful people, to hear the Word of God and share in the Lord’s
Supper, to proclaim the good news of God in Christ through word and deed, to serve all people, following the
example of our Lord Jesus, and to strive for justice and peace in all the earth” (ELW Affirmation of Baptism).  An
authentic church is once that entrusts itself to God so that it might be a community that serves all people in the
name of and for the sake of Jesus Christ.

· “What is required now is the kind of earnest and informed commitment to Jesus as the Christ that will
be prepared as he was, through self-sacrifice, voluntary suffering, and informed, disciplined service, to
be Christians in the midst of the world.  If that kind of Christianity is lived, there can be no doubt about
it – some, perhaps many, will ask for ‘the reason why.’  Then, and I think only then, usually, will it be
appropriate and good for Christians to speak openly about their faith and ‘the hope that is in them.’” –
Douglas John Hall, Why Christian?

It’s fine for me to play a bank chairman on stage; but if I walked into CIBC on Monday morning in such a role,
they would have every right to throw me out the door, because pretending to be someone I’m not would made
me a hypocrite.  Likewise, if I walk into Zion on a Sunday morning and present myself as a pastor, I’d better
back it up by the manner in which I live in faithfulness to my calling.  For all of us, the only way in which we can
truly be God’s people – the only way we can avoid being hypocrites – is to be the people God has called us to
be: the Body of Christ, children of the Heavenly Father, those who God has chosen and declared to be “a
chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people … IN ORDER THAT we may proclaim the
mighty acts of God who has called us – and all people – out of darkness into God’s marvelous light.” Amen.


