
Called to be a Kingdom of Priests

1 Peter 2:4-12

When God created Adam and Eve in the beginning to have fellowship with him, he 

intended them to bear children as the beginning of a people who would love and serve 

him. They were told to multiply and to fill the earth, to care for it and to love it as 

God's creation. Sadly, the love which God had shown to them was rejected, as they 

chose instead to walk their own way, the way of death. As a result, we too continue to 

rebel against God, to reject his love and to walk our own way, and as a result we too  

are subject to death. To counter the effects of sin, God initiated a plan of redemption, 

and promised that a redeemer would come who would set all humankind free from 

their sin and restore them to fellowship with God. To this end, God chose Abraham to 

be his friend, and from his descendants would come a holy nation, who would serve 

as  priests  of  God,  bringing  the  message  of  redemption  to  everybody,  and 

demonstrating in  their  lives  the goodness  of God who constantly loved them and 

cared for them. 

Sadly, this holy nation, the people of Israel, also turned against God, even after he had 

redeemed them from bondage in Egypt, and accused God of lack of love for them. 

They  rebelled  again  and  again,  sinning  in  the  most  abominable  ways,  so  that 

eventually it became impossible for them as a nation to serve God as his priests. God 

chose from among them the tribe of Levi, who would serve as priests on God's behalf, 

ministering first of all to the nation of Israel, who had not been rejected, but who were 

no longer able to fulfil their original calling from God because of their sin [Exodus 

32].  They were still  called  to  be a  light  to  the  nations  and minister  the  word of 

redemption to them. Alas, this rarely happened, as the people of Israel came to believe 

that they had been "chosen" by God because of some merit they possessed, and that 

God's work of redemption was intended for their personal benefit. That few Gentiles 

in the Old Testament times ever heard the message of redemption and were able to 

respond to it, is largely because Israel withheld from them the good news of God's 

grace (witness Jonah's reluctance to accept that God loved the people of Nineveh), 

and by failing to live in accordance with God's ways. They did not show in their lives 

that they had been redeemed, and so they did not serve God as his witnesses.
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Jesus testified to this attitude, when he said that Elijah was not sent to any of the 

widows in Israel, but to a gentile. Nor did he heal any of the lepers in Israel, but only 

Naaman the Syrian [Luke 4:25-27]. As a result of being rebuked in this way, because 

of their failure to believe that Jesus was the promised Messiah, the Jews sought to kill  

him.  But  Jesus  passed  through  their  midst  and  went  his  way.  A terrible  situation 

indeed: God had sent to them his chosen servant, who would save them from their 

sins. But they sought instead to kill him because he challenged their conceit about 

being God's chosen people. But God, present with them in the person of Jesus, passed 

through their  midst and went his way. It is a terrible thing for God to pass us by 

because of our unbelief, since even those who profess to be the people of God are not 

immune from this sin. 

To be chosen by God is not something about which we can boast [Romans 9:16:21]. 

All humankind is God's creation, and in that sense he has chosen us, he has brought us 

into being, has formed us and granted us life. But because of our sin, it is necessary 

for God to bring us back to fellowship with him, and to do that, he has chosen to use 

human beings to bring his message of love, life, forgiveness and healing. Those whom 

he has chosen are not therefore chosen for their own merits, since we have no merits 

by which we could be accepted by God. Instead we have been chosen to serve, called 

to be ministers of God, ministers of reconciliation to a world hurting because of its 

sin,  dying  because  of  its  ignorance  of  the  God who loves  us  all,  and  seeking in 

increasing desperation for a way out of the mire [2 Corinthians 5:18].

To that end, God has raised up a new nation, a holy priesthood, to bear the message of 

redemption to the world, and to demonstrate in their lives the reality of that about 

which they speak. It is this which Peter speaks about in his letter, using the image of a 

building, a new temple in which God dwells, showing his presence on earth, and each 

of us are living stones, shaped and positioned in that building, so that together we can 

display to the world the reality of what it means to be a people of God.

Christ is the foundation stone, the basis on which everything else is built. Without a 

sure foundation, there is no possibility that the building will stand. To build on the 

sands is to court disaster when the storms and floods come, but to build on that eternal 

rock, which is Christ the Lord, is to have the strength to withstand anything which the 

powers of darkness can fling against us. The weakness of the church today, and its 
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inability  to  resist  the  forces  of  moral,  political,  and  spiritual  corruption  are 

symptomatic of building on the wrong foundations. Only by a return to our foundation 

in Christ can we survive the assaults which are constantly shaking the church.

Christ was rejected by men but chosen by God, the stone the builders rejected, the 

stone that causes us to stumble and fall. This is the mystery of God's electing love: we 

cannot give our approval of whom God chooses, for it is his sovereign will to call 

whomever he will, and those he has chosen are to participate in his new creation, to be 

priests to God. Christ was chosen by God as his Messiah, but this choice did not meet 

with the approval of Israel and he was rejected, sent to die on the cross as a common 

criminal. 

It is the fact of God's election that causes us to stumble: we would not choose the ones 

that  God chooses.  We pretend to  have  more  insight  into  who would  serve  God's 

purposes better than God himself. Samuel wanted to choose one of the tall, the strong, 

the powerful sons of Jesse, but God had rejected these in favour of the youngest, the 

one who was considered fit only for minding sheep. He became the king over Israel, 

the one whose descendant would be the Messiah who would save us from our sins. 

It is not for us to choose who will be the servant of God; it is for us to recognise who 

God has chosen, and to acknowledge the way in which God is ministering through 

them. If we reject God's choice then there is no other way God will minister to us. To 

reject the servant of God is to reject God himself, to accept his servant is to accept 

God, since his servants come to us not of their own will but by God's appointment. 

God chose a mixed bunch of men as his prophets to prepare Israel for the Messiah; 

princely Isaiah, neurotic and fearful Jeremiah, eccentric Ezekiel. And to cap off his 

master plan for humankind, he chose a group of self-interested, conceited, bumbling, 

timid peasants,  fishermen from a no-where place called Galilee,  as his apostles to 

bring the good news to the nations. 

Why does God choose such no-hopers as his servants? Why pick the least suitable, 

the ill-equipped, the ones whom the world will naturally despise? Because it is not the 

messenger who is important, but the God who sends them forth. His treasure is hidden 

in earthen vessels, so that it is the power of God that is displayed, and not the abilities 

of the people he has chosen [2 Corinthians 4:7]. 
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Those who are rejected by the world might turn out to be the ones sent by God, who 

tends  to  choose  the  weak and  powerless,  the  diffident  and easily-overlooked,  the 

insecure and fearful, and to send them out filled with his power so that it is God who 

will receive all the glory. Those who despise the small things, the humble beginnings, 

the insignificant and the powerless, are the ones who cannot recognise what God is 

doing, for it is usually away from the fanfare, hidden from the public gaze, in obscure 

places, that God is working his wonders which will be revealed to the world at the 

proper time. If you would be on the Lord's side, if you would be one of the priests of 

the Lord, if you burn to see the power of God at work, seek out the weak, the poor, the 

despised of this world, for it is with them that the secret of God is hidden, since it is in 

them that the power of God can be seen for what it is. 

The people of Israel were conceited about being the chosen people. They considered 

themselves  better  because they were the ones  to  whom God granted the law,  the 

prophets, the Temple and the priesthood. But because they thought this was for their 

own benefit,  thinking that to be the chosen ones of God was to receive blessings 

denied to others, they lost their place in God's plan of redemption. Christ was sent to 

God's own people, and they refused to acknowledge him. The gospel of God's grace 

was preached to a people in bondage to man-made traditions that made God's law of 

love ineffectual, and they chose their bondage over freedom. And when God sent the 

apostle Paul to hammer home his love for Israel, they despised him also. As a result, 

he was sent to bring the gospel to the Gentiles. The people of God under Christ was to 

be expanded to include all humankind, but even Christ's own followers had difficulty 

accepting those from outside Israel. Peter was called to account for baptising those 

whom God had granted repentance to life and the gift of his Holy Spirit, and it was 

only the recognition of this fact that made the mission to the gentiles possible. 

Now  God  is  building  a  new  temple,  forming  a  new  people,  establishing  a  new 

priesthood, those who have come to faith in Christ.  We as living stones are being 

shaped and moulded to fit within the temple God is building, we are being prepared to 

serve as the priests within that temple, we are the people to whom God is granting 

redemption. We are the chosen people, the royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people 

belonging to God. It is a living temple, a people indwelt by God, through which God 

has chosen to manifest his presence in the world today. It is not in buildings of bricks 
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and mortar that we meet with God, but in each and every one of us who are called to  

be his. No longer is God's presence shown in a building of stones taken from the 

earth, but in living stones, shaped and constructed together as a beautiful edifice as his 

dwelling. To place a priority on buildings as a way in which the message of God's 

grace is manifested is mistaken. It is not the place that people are attracted to when 

they seek out God; it is those who show the love of God in their lives, the people who 

manifest love one to another, those who demonstrate a new way of living. To expect 

new carpet and new chairs to bring outsiders to the church is folly. Any who do come 

because of such external trappings will just as soon leave when the chair fabric fades 

and the carpet becomes scuffed and stained. 

It is not the comfort or otherwise of the furnishings which will attract those who are 

earnestly seeking out God: it is the manifestation of love and good deeds which will 

draw them in, since these are the evidence of God's power at work. Any organisation 

with the money to spare can furnish comfortable premises, but only God's people can 

minister the gospel of grace and redemption. The world is increasingly insensitive to 

the plight of the weak, the sick, the unemployed, the elderly, those who are no longer 

able to be participants in the economic machine, which in the eyes of the new pagans 

who run our country is the sole justification for living. But concern and love shown to 

such people demonstrates that the power of God is at work, contending against the 

idols and false religion which govern the lives of so many of those amongst whom we 

live.

Peter urges us to live our lives among the pagans, of whom there are many in our 

society, so that even though they accuse us of doing wrong now, they will still see our 

good works and as a result will be forced to give the glory to God on the day of  

judgement. We cannot desist from such good works no matter what opposition we 

receive  from  the  worldly  and  the  idolatrous,  even  if  it  means  rebuking  the 

government, challenging health managers, questioning education authorities, fighting 

social welfare bureaucrats, protesting to the management of government agencies, in 

short resisting all those who are heartless, insensitive, and unconcerned at the effects 

of their policies on ordinary people. We are called to demonstrate that it is possible to 

run the country effectively and still provide for those in need. Policies which promote 

employment and financial responsibility, equality of opportunity and justice for all, 
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are necessary if society is not to become a haven in which the rich and powerful can 

trample on the rights of the weak and powerless, exploiting workers with low pay, bad 

working conditions and callous layoffs in which people are considered expendable. 

The  church  is  an  edifice  of  living  stones,  where  people  are  more  important  than 

money or buildings, a view which is in direct contrast to that of the pagans of this 

world, who consider buildings and money more important than people. It is part of the 

calling of the people of God to rebuke the wicked, to call for corrections to abuse, to 

protect  the  powerless,  the  poor,  the  children,  the  mentally  ill,  the  elderly,  the 

unemployed, and the unborn. To protest at the wanton destruction of the unborn is 

necessary and good, to protest at the wanton destruction of the livelihood, the hopes, 

and the opportunities for the living is equally necessary, and if we do not speak out on 

behalf of all those who are suffering, then we are failing in our duty to God and to our 

fellows in society. If we are to expect to gain a hearing on one issue, we must be 

consistent in speaking out against all the ills of society which lead to the destruction 

of  human  life,  whether  physically,  as  with  abortion,  or  economically  and 

psychologically  through  unemployment,  inadequate  health  care,  and  lack  of 

opportunity.

Peter calls us to abstain from sinful desires, since these result in destruction in our 

lives. The church needs to recover its call from God to live in holiness, since this has 

largely  been  lost  from sight.  The  reputation  of  the  church  has  suffered  from all 

manner  of  double-dealing,  dishonesty,  immorality,  money-grubbing and other  sins 

which  all  too  often  characterise  the lives  of  Christians.  Only through living  lives 

which bear true witness to God, lives which manifest his hatred of sin, lives which 

stand out in contrast to the wickedness of the world around us, will the gospel be 

commended to those who are seeking for another way of living. Unless Christians are 

truly different from the world, truly giving evidence of their redemption, being willing 

to stand apart and walk a different way, then we are no better than Israel, suffering 

from the intolerable conceit that God somehow loves us more than the pagans in the 

world around us. God loves all humankind equally, and it is no credit to Christians 

that  they  acknowledge  God,  since  they  are  still,  even  after  doing  all  that  God 

commands, only unprofitable servants who have merely obeyed their rightful master. 

We are called to live holy lives, not to show that we are better than the pagans, but to 

show that the God we profess to serve is better than the idols worshipped by those 
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who reject God. As soon as we consider that we are better than the world, because we 

are Christians and don't do some of the things the world does, such as dancing or 

drinking, then we become worse than the world because we have set up our own 

traditions in the place of God's command to love and serve him. Having professed to 

know God, we thereby deny him in our actions and so become worthy of a harsher 

judgement. So consider carefully what it is that God calls us to do; and don't allow our 

own traditions to replace the call to love and serve God.

Peter  calls  us  to  abstain  from sinful  desires.  He does  not  call  us  to  abstain  from 

involvement  in  the  society  in  which  we  live,  where  God  has  placed  us  as  his 

witnesses. If we avoid being involved in any area of life, we thereby prevent the light 

of God's grace, manifested in and through us, from demonstrating the new and living 

way that God has made possible in Christ. Christians often avoid being involved in 

different  areas  of  life  because  of  a  mistaken  and  unbiblical  belief  that  they  are 

somehow dirty  or  contaminated  and  not  proper  for  Christians  to  be  involved  in. 

"Politics  is  dirty"  is  a  common complaint,  which  is  thought  to  be  a  reason  why 

Christians should steer clear of any political interest or involvement. But politics is 

dirty,  not  because  it  must  be  that  way,  but  because  the  light  of  Christ  has  not 

illuminated our political lives, to renew and redirect us to follow the paths that God 

has called us to. We cannot avoid political involvement, because we are citizens and 

residents in a society governed by parliament, controlled by laws, accountable in a 

myriad ways to God's appointed servants in Government. But we can and must be 

involved in political life with a distinctive, Christian perspective shaped by our calling 

from God to seek justice, love mercy and to care for the poor, the needy, the weak and 

the vulnerable. Such a perspective is lacking in political life today, and only the light 

of Christ can provide it, so if Christians fail to work through what their faith means 

for their political lives, then the light of Christ is withheld from those who need to see  

it manifested in our lives as a city on a hill that cannot be hidden.

Peter urges his readers, after describing the wonderful benefits given to those called 

out of darkness so they could serve God, to keep themselves pure in order to carry out 

this  task and to be truly faithful to God. He describes God's people as aliens and 

strangers in the world, not because we are to avoid being involved with people, with 

life, with all the institutions and tasks God has called forth in our society, but because 
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we are not to be committed to the way things presently are. We are to look for and 

work towards a new and different society, one in which God is honoured in all things 

as our Creator, Redeemer and Judge. 

If we have been called into the light of God, it is not for our own benefit, but so that 

we can see more clearly to expose the darkness in the lives of those around us. In 

order to dispel the darkness, it is only necessary to turn on a light. In order to dispel 

the darkness which increasingly afflicts our society, it is only necessary for us to be 

the light which God calls us to be. Through shining as a light in a dark world, we 

reveal  the  way in  which  society  should  go;  by  living  lives  of  purity,  of  love,  of 

compassion and of understanding, we rebuke the loveless, immoral, insensitive world 

around  us.  We  cannot  simply  stand  up  and  denouce  their  wrongdoing;  we  must 

demonstrate that we are different, that we are living obediently before God, that we do 

indeed  love  one  another,  that  we  live  lives  of  marital  faithfulness,  sexual  purity, 

economic integrity, manifesting justice, mercy, humility, honesty and caring; in short, 

living as the new people of God, the church which he is building with us as its living 

stones. He has chosen us as his people, to be his priests, bringing the message of love, 

forgiveness and new life to all  those who are lost  in the darkness of idolatry and 

despair. Peter urges us to abstain from sinful desires, since a priesthood to which God 

has committed his message of redemption is of no use if it is indistinguishable from 

the world to which it is sent. We are to demonstrate the redemption in our lives, not 

simply to proclaim the message of redemption. We are not simply priests, we are to be 

a holy nation: a nation, because we live as God's people, a community, knitted and 

joined together in love in the midst of an individualistic, fragmented and self-centred 

world. We are to be a holy nation, since unless we are distinct from that world, then 

we have no message worth bringing, and the church will not be of any benefit to 

anyone, even its own members. Hypocrisy is readily recognised, and the world has for 

too long, and all too accurately, accused the church of this sin. Unless we are prepared 

to live differently, to live in purity, honesty, integrity, and love, then we may as well  

shut up shop here and now. 

We cannot rely on the fact that God has chosen us as a guarantee of his blessing. We 

are not chosen for our own sake, but chosen to serve as priests, to be the messengers 

of redemption to the world, to manifest in our lives together what it means to love, 

© Chris Gousmett, 2016 8



serve and obey God. We are called to declare the praises of the God who called us out  

of darkness into his wonderful light. Formerly we were not a people at all, but now we 

are the people of God, before we came to him and acknowledged our helplessness and 

need, we knew no mercy, but now we have repented and turned back to God, we have 

obtained his mercy.

But  we need to  take  heed  from the  people  of  Israel,  who received  God's  mercy. 

Abraham was chosen from amongst an idolatrous nation, and his descendants were 

grown  into  the  people  of  God.  They  were  a  motley  bunch  of  disgruntled,  self-

concerned slaves in Egypt, but God delivered them and formed them into a nation, 

with a priesthood to whom were committed the oracles of God. He raised up for them 

a king from whom would come the Messiah, one whose throne would be everlasting, 

who would bear the name of the son of David forever. But they rebelled against him 

and were sent into exile, they rejected his Messiah and were exiled from the Land 

which God had sworn to  give to  Abraham and his descendants forever,  and their 

priesthood was taken away from them. 

We are not the tree that God planted as his very own; we have been grafted in where 

the original branches were cut away. But if God was willing to remove the original 

branches from his tree, will he not also remove those which have been only grafted 

in? The judgement of God begins with his own people, for it is this people that he has 

chosen to bring his message of love, life and forgiveness to a hurting, bleeding, dying 

world. We cannot expect to keep this good news to ourselves as though we are to be 

the beneficiaries of it. It is not for our sake, but for the sake of others that we were 

chosen, just as Israel was not chosen to be the people of God for their own sake, but to 

be the kingdom of priests who would prepare the world to receive the Messiah. But 

instead, they would not even receive the Messiah themselves, and scorned the one 

God had sent to them, just as many times before they had scorned and persecuted, 

harrassed and killed the prophets sent to call them back to their original calling: to be 

the priests of God to the world. We need to take heed then that we do not succumb to 

the  sin  of  Israel,  and see the  blessing  of  God as  something granted  for  our  own 

benefit. If we will not serve God as his priests, living as a holy nation honouring and 

praising him, demonstrating the new life he has granted in Christ to a world desperate 

for answers to the problems pressing in on us all, then we too will be removed from 
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the tree, and God will choose others to be his people, seeking once again to find those 

who will love, honour and serve him and be his priests to a world in need of him.
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