The Assurance of Hope #3

“You Can’t Go To Church”

1 Peter 2:4-10
Imagine the scene: Father walks down the hallway toward his son’s room, from which emits the beeps and buzzes of a video game.  He sticks his head in the room and says, “Come on, son, it’s time to go.”

“Where are we goin’, Dad?” the boy asks, eyes still fixed on the screen.

“Well, it’s Sunday, son,” the father answers, “we’re going to church.”

The son puts down the controller and turns, a look of exasperation on his face.  “We can’t go to church!” he says.

“What do you mean we can’t go to church?” the father asks.

“Because we are the church!”

This is actually the introduction to a song recorded several years ago by the Acappella Vocal Band, the chorus of which goes like this:

You can’t go to church as some people say—

The common terminology we use everyday;

You can go to a building, that is something you can do,

But you can’t go to church, ‘cause the church is you.

In our day and age, we have wrapped up so much of the church’s identity in the building where we meet that we’ve lost the sense of what the church is and why the church exists.  Peter, in our text today, reminds us of the truth of both of these issues.

The Church’s Unique Foundation


First and foremost, Peter reminds us of the church’s unique foundation.  We read in verse 4, then 6-8,

As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him…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.”  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,” 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. 

Isn’t it fascinating that Peter—whose very name meaning “rock” was given to him by Jesus—speaks of the Rock as none other than Christ Himself.  For centuries Catholics and Protestants have argued over the meaning of Jesus’ words in Matthew 16:18, when He said to Peter, “…I tell you that you are Peter [meaning “rock”], on this rock I will build my church.”  The Roman Catholic Church has interpreted the “rock” on which the Church was built to be Peter, but Simon Peter himself had no such delusions!  He knew that the church had one unique cornerstone, and that was Jesus Christ the Lord. As the classic preacher Alexander Maclaren understands Peter’s words, 

‘Make no mistake, it is Jesus Himself on whom the Church is built. The confession of Him which the Father in heaven revealed to me, not I, the poor sinner who confessed it—the Christ whom that confession set forth, He is the foundation stone, and all of you are called and honoured to ring out the same confession. Jesus is the one Foundation, and we all, apostles and humble believers, are but stones builded on Him.’

Paul knew this as well.  In Ephesians 2:19-22 he writes, 

Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God's people and members of God's household, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone. In him the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit [emphasis added].

This is what sets the church apart from every other human organization: Our foundation is a person, not a charter or constitution or contract.  Furthermore, as Peter points out, Jesus is a living stone; the church is not some historical society trying to keep alive the memory of some hero that has passed on.  

To those within the church, this Cornerstone is precious; to those outside the church, the Cornerstone is offensive.  As one commentary graphically puts it, 

Incredible as it may seem, He is rejected by men. In their stupid, selfish, amateurish blueprints for life, insignificant, shortsighted men can find no place for their Creator and Redeemer. Just as there was no room for Him in the inn, so there is no place for Him in the plan of their lives!


If you want to find out if a person is truly a Christian, talk to them about Jesus.  They may put up with conversation regarding faith, or hope, or love, or even God, but when it comes to Jesus Christ, those who are not believers don’t want to talk about Him!  The same applies to a religious group.  The essential difference between a church and a cult is their stand on Jesus Christ.  As 1 John 4:2-3 says, 

This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, but every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist, which you have heard is coming and even now is already in the world. 

The Church’s United Family

Peter moves on from the church’s unique foundation to the church’s united family in verse 5, then verses 9-10,

…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… 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. 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.
There is only one Saviour, Jesus Christ, and only one spiritual building, the church. Jesus Christ is the chief cornerstone of the church, binding the building together. Whether we agree with each other or not, all true Christians belong to each other as stones in God’s building.
  When you see a church fussing and fighting and splitting apart, then you know they have lost sight of their Savior.

Notice what the Church is made of: not bricks or stones or lumber, but us.  We are the “living stones” that make up the Church!  As Chuck Swindoll puts it so well,

Each time someone trusts Christ as Savior, another stone is quar​ried out of the pit of sin and fitted into the spiritual house He’s building through the work of the Holy Spirit. And carefully overseeing the construction is Christ, who is the hands-on contractor of this eternal edifice. 

We are His living stones, being built up as a spiritual house.

Think of it this way. There’s a major construction project going on through time as Jesus Christ builds His family. It’s called the ekklesia, the “church,” those who are called out from the mass of humanity to become a special part of God’s forever family. And you, as a Christian—a follower of Christ—have been picked, chosen, and called out to be one of them.

He has quarried you from the pit of your sin. And now He is chis​eling away, shaping you and ultimately sliding you into place. You are a part of His building project.

All kinds of prophets of doom wonder about the condition of God’s building. They see it as condemned property, worn out, dilapidated, and derelict rather than as a magnificent edifice that is being constructed on schedule. The truth is, God is the master architect, and every stone is being placed exactly where He designed it to fit. The project is right on schedule. Never forget, even on those blue days, we are living stones in a spiritual house.


This is why, referring back to the song in our introduction, “You can’t go to church—‘cause the church is you!”  The church is not a structure; it is a society.  We are the church, and that should revolutionize how we view both ourselves and the church.


Peter uses four phrases to describe the church in verse nine: “But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God…” These might seem odd to us, but not to one familiar with the Old Testament, as Peter would have been.  These come from Exodus 19:5-6, where God tells Israel through Moses,

“Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured possession. Although the whole earth is mine, you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” 
Some have concluded that Peter must be writing to Jewish Christians, since these phrases applied to the nation of Israel in the Old Testament.  But, as we have seen previously, too many references indicate that Peter’s audience was most likely not Jewish by birth.  In fact, later in verse ten Peter quotes Hosea, “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.” These once-not-a-people—very probably a reference to their Gentile ancestry—are now the people of God.

So how do we understand this passage?  I like the way David Stern, a Messianic Jewish scholar, writes in The Jewish New Testament Commentary:
Many Christian theologians have used this verse as evidence that the Church (the Christians) has replaced Israel (the Jews). If I am right about who the readers of this letter were, then these Christian theologians are wrong. Even if I am wrong about the readers, Replacement theology is inconsistent with Romans 11:17–26, Ephesians 2:11–22, and other references. I would put it this way: Christians are indeed a chosen people, priests for the King, a holy “nation” (in a metaphorical sense), a people set aside for God to possess—not by way of superseding the Jews as God’s people, but by way of being joined to them by faith in the same God and in the Jewish Messiah. A so-called “Christian” who opposes or looks down on the Jews as merely God’s “former” people has missed the point altogether and is probably not a Christian at all.
 


Rather than seeing two distinct entities called “Israel” and “the Church,” the Bible teaches that there is one “people of God” down through the ages—those who come to God in faith and live out that faith in obedience to Him.  Instead of driving a wedge between Jewish and Gentile Christians, Peter (as well as Paul and other New Testament writers) seeks to bring them together as one entity—the true Israel, the remnant who remained faithful when the others turned away.


What do these phrases mean?  “A chosen people” speaks of God’s love for us, that He loves us in spite of who we are.  “A royal priesthood” refers to the fact that we represent God to the world (hence “priests”) and “royal” because we are representing the King.  “A holy nation” means, as we saw last week, that we are to stand out as lights in the darkness; we are to be distinct from the world around us.


The fourth descriptive phrase, though, has caused some confusion down through the years, partially because of the rendering of it in the King James Version: “a peculiar people.”

One of my father’s favorite preachers from a generation ago was Oliver B. Greene of Greeneville, South Carolina.  He wrote concerning this phrase,

The English word “peculiar” comes from the Latin peculium, which means “private possession.” This Latin word was applied to things which were particularly one’s own personal property or possession; it was not used when referring to public property. In that day, if one referred to his peculium, he was referring to something which was his very own private property, his private possession.

Believers are God’s peculium. We are God’s purchased, private possession. We are not our own; we are purchased with the tremendous, inestimable price of the precious blood of the Lamb of God. God has a very definite claim upon us, and we need to realize that we are His and His alone. We are His peculium—His peculiar possession. His pearl of great price. We have no right to share our love or our allegiance with the archenemy of God, the devil and his followers.

In the spiritual sense, the word “peculiar” does not mean that we are to be odd, queer, fanatical or “funny.” It does not mean that we are to conduct ourselves in a strange manner or dress in an odd fashion. Christians are not to be known by a garb so outlandish as to attract the attention of all who see it, nor are we to be a group of silly, pious eccentrics.  The word “peculiar” applied to Christians means that We are God’s private possession, and we need to own that fact and live accordingly.


Once again, our status in Christ serves not as a reason for arrogance, but as an incentive to live lives worthy of our calling.


As the church—as God’s own children—we should be characterized by unity.  Warren Wiersbe writes,

There is a unity of God’s people that transcends all local and individual assemblies and fellowships. We belong to each other because we belong to Christ. This does not mean that doctrinal and denominational distinctives are wrong, because each local church must be fully persuaded by the Spirit. But it does mean that we must not permit our differences to destroy the spiritual unity we have in Christ. We ought to be mature enough to disagree without in any sense becoming disagreeable.

Unfortunately, too often the church of Jesus Christ is known for its disunity and disagreeableness, which makes a poor reflection of Christ to the world.

The Church’s Ultimate Function

Finally, Peter speaks of the church’s ultimate function, in the final words of verse nine, “…that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.”  All of the privileges previously mentioned carry with them one big responsibility: revealing the praises of God to a lost world. The verb translated “declare” means “to tell out, to advertise.” Each citizen of heaven is a living “advertisement” for the virtues of God and the blessings of the Christian life. Our lives should radiate the “wonderful light” into which God has graciously called us.

John Stott summarizes this truth, 

God has constituted His Church to be a worshipping and witnessing community… So their first duty as God’s redeemed people is worship: ‘to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ’ (v. 5); and their second duty is witness: ‘that you may declare the wonderful deeds of Him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light’ (v. 9).

Do you want to know what the church is supposed to be doing?  There it is: worship and witness.  Everything we do as a church ought to move us toward one or both of these ends.  We gather together to worship God—though we should also be worshipping God ourselves throughout the week.  We gather together to be instructed in the Word so that we may worship God and witness to the world more intelligently.  We gather together in fellowship to be strengthened in our worship and in our witness.

These are things that a church building (and by that I mean the structure) cannot do.  Yet how many Christians are so caught up in the building and grounds of their church that they lose sight of who they are and what they are supposed to be doing?  When God’s people get so involved and enamored with the temporal, they lose sight of the eternal.  I hate to break some of your hearts, but this church building is not going to last forever!  Even the new structure we hope to start soon will not last into eternity!  I’m not saying that they are unimportant, and that we should not enjoy them and take care of them; I’m simply saying that we should not lose our focus.

The church of Jesus Christ is not brick, stone, or wood; it is not pews and pulpits and altars; it is people who have been loved and chosen by God to be His representatives on earth, offering up spiritual sacrifices through Jesus Christ.  Our mission is not to build impressive structures and compare numbers of how many people fill them; our mission is to worship God and to witness to the world.  Given the fact that Jesus Christ is coming back—and we don’t know when that will be—shouldn’t we be busy fulfilling our mission?

So the next time somebody talks to you about “going to church,” just politely tell them, “You can’t go to church.”  And when they look at you like you came from Mars, explain to them, “Cause the church is you!”
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