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LESSONS FROM 1 PETER FOR THE CHURCH: YOU ARE “CHOSEN PRIESTS”
1 Peter 2:4-10; Genesis 12:1-3
A sermon preached at First Presbyterian Church by Carter Lester on

October 9, 2011


A number of years ago, a young couple stopped at the door as they were leaving worship and told me they had something to tell me.  Both had a big smile on their faces.  It seemed that earlier that week, Andrea, a life-long Catholic before joining our church, came home after running some errands, and said to her life-long Presbyterian husband  “You will never believe what I just saw!”

“What?” Jake asked eagerly.  He could tell by the amazement in Andrea’s voice and her wide-eyed look that it must have been something incredible.


“I just saw our pastor pumping his own gas!”


“Well, what would you expect?” Jake replied.  “He drives a car, and his car needs gas just like ours – what would you expect him to do?”


“I just never can imagine seeing a priest do something so common and ordinary,” Andrea replied.


That story came to mind when I read 1 Peter 2 this week.  Regardless of whether Andrea’s perception of priests – and Presbyterian pastors – is accurate, the fact is Peter uses some strange images for the church here in chapter 2, and calling these new Christians in Asia Minor a “priesthood,” is one of them.  

Of course, the priests of First Peter’s day were different from the priests of our day.  But in some respects the differences merely highlight what a strange image this seems to be for describing the church.  In those days, Hebrew and pagan priests were even more separate and set apart, making the sacrifices and other offerings in a special room in the temple that the rest of the people could not enter.  
What are we 21st century Christians to make of this first century image that we are all priests?

1 Peter 2:10 was a very important verse for the Protestant reformers, who often spoke about the “priesthood of all believers.”  In the 1500s, when reformers like Martin Luther and John Calvin lived, the priests had an elevated role and were often thought of as mediators between the people and God.  Only the priests could handle the elements of the Eucharist.  In some places, only the priests drank from the cup – the people would only eat of the bread, except at Easter.  Only the priests and a few other educated souls could read the Bible, which was only available in Latin and not in the language of the people.  The priests had all of the power; they even had the power to excommunicate and exclude from worship and the Eucharist those deemed to be unrepentant sinners.
“No!” Luther and Calvin and others said after reading 1 Peter again.  All believers are priests, they said.  All of us can pray directly to God, they said.  We do not need an intermediary.  All of us should be able to read the Bible and not depend on a priest to read and interpret it for us.  So they translated the Bible into the language of the people.  All should partake of Communion, they said – indeed in some churches like the Presbyterian Church, lay people would actually handle the elements and serve them to the people.  Ministers have a special calling, but all Christians, lay and minister alike, have their own calling, the reformers insisted, and power is to be shared in the church.  Indeed, we Presbyterians draw our name from the Greek word for “elder,” which is “presbyter,” because we believe that leadership is to be exercised not just by ministers but also by presbyters or elders.

Calling us all “priests,” has theological significance.  But what does it mean for us personally that we are all to be “priests?”

To answer that question, we need to understand what priests did in the first century.  The Hebrew and pagan priests then were not known so much for being celibate or wearing collars – or for not pumping their own gas.  Instead, they were known  for being the people chosen to make offerings to God or sacrifices and prayers on behalf of all the people.
So, if we are all priests, this is our calling as a church: to make our offerings to God on behalf of ourselves and other people.  We do not make cereal or animal sacrifices, any more.  No, what we offer now is ourselves.  As Paul writes to the Romans, “I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.”

This is why we are here together now; this is what we are doing right now – offering ourselves to God.  As William Barclay observes, this understanding makes worship “not a burden and a weariness but a joy and privilege,” not something in which we simply go through the motions – or sit and watch or listen to others do it for us.  In worship, we bring our best to God, we offer our whole selves to God.
  Because, according to 1 Peter, we are all priests. 
And priests also offer prayer for others.  So do we.  Not just for ourselves and not just for those in church with us.  We offer prayers on behalf of all people, all nations, as God’s royal priests.

As strange as it may sound, what each one of us is doing here is serving as priests.  That is one image that 1 Peter uses.  Then he offers a second one, one that may be even more difficult to understand.  Not only are we a “royal priesthood,” according to Peter.  We are also a “chosen people.”

“Chosen” – what a powerful and affirming word!  Think about those situations in which you have been chosen in some respect because of who you are or what you have done – when someone picked you for a team or for a project, when someone chose you to receive an honor or award, when someone picked you to be their friend.  How great we feel when we are chosen!  To be chosen, whether by a boss or coach, by a friend or the one we love, is a powerful and affirming feeling.
And what Peter wants the people in those churches in Asia Minor to know and feel is that they have been picked and claimed – not just by a coach or boss or friend – but by God.  Once they were in the darkness, but now they are in the light, once they were “not a people but now [they] are God people.” (v. 10).  
We are chosen.  What great news!  

Except…in Bible studies, Kerry and I have found that many of you are troubled by this announcement.  Doesn’t the word “chosen,” suggest that others are not chosen some wonder?  And if we say that God chooses us – but not others – how is that fair, even if it is we who benefit from that choice?  Many of us have family or friends, who despite our many prayers, are not Christians, not in a church.  How can it be good news that we are chosen but they are not?  And when we think of this big diverse world, how can it be just that some of us are brought up in the church, but others are not.  Some may not have even heard the gospel.  Is God really choosing us over them?

There are two responses to these questions.  The first is that when it comes to how God will consider the fate of others, we look to Jesus Christ.  And when we do that, as our Declaration of Faith puts it, “we are sure that God’s future for every person will be both merciful and just.”
The second response, and the one I want to focus on today, is that when it comes to understanding what it means to say that we are chosen, we look to the rest of verse 9: “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.”  To be chosen in the Bible is not a matter of attaining privileges but of gaining responsibilities.  We are chosen in order that we may serve.  As God’s chosen, we are not God’s pets.  Instead, we are God’s servants.
As Shirley Guthrie sums it up, “We are chosen not to escape from a godless and godforsaken world with all its sinfulness and suffering, but to be sent into it and live for it.  We are chosen not so that we can congratulate ourselves because we live in the light while everyone else gropes in the darkness, but to be a light that shines in their darkness…We are chosen not to be served but to serve, to take up our crosses as we follow the Chosen One of God who was crucified because he cared for all of the wrong people.”

He cared for all of the wrong people – including us.  When we remember the grace that God has shown us in Christ Jesus, when we remember that “once [we] were not a people, but now [we] are a people,” then it becomes that much easier to offer grace and light to others  Let us never forget this: that, like Abraham in Genesis 12, we have been blessed not just for our own sake but so that we can be a blessing to others.

“You are chosen priests,” First Peter tells us “in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.”

Consider this modern parable for understanding 1 Peter’s words.  A few weeks ago when Hurricane Irene hit here, many people lost power.  Those of us who had power could not claim it as an achievement on our part.  We had nothing to do with that.  It was all grace.  But with neighbors out of power, we could decide what we would do.  Enjoy our hot showers and air conditioning and forget about everyone else?  Or invite them over so that they could get some air conditioning and take showers too?  Eat our food oblivious to the needs or others – or offer them a meal since our refrigerators and stoves were working?  Were we just going to leave them in the darkness of their homes – or invite them to leave the darkness of their homes and come into the light?
This is what we are called to be as a church: priests who are chosen, not to be special, but to be servants, priests chosen to offer ourselves and our prayers to God on behalf of ourselves and others.  This is who we are: chosen priests who proclaim the mighty acts of God through our deeds and by our words; chosen priests who share the light with those still in darkness.  This is what we are called to do, not just for ourselves but for all people: to advocate for justice, especially the poor and powerless, to serve others, to live out our love for each other, and to express in words how we have found strength and hope through our faith – all so that others too can experience the love and power of God.
The early church to which 1 Peter is written hardly looked chosen to outsiders.  It was weak and small.  But it would grow as those early Christians lived like chosen priests.  They were dismissed as misfits and persecuted as threats to the Roman way of life, but they were noticed.  The Roman Emperor Julian commanded his pagan priests to match the practices of the Christian
s: “The Galileans support their poor and ours,” he complained.

In our day, Brian Stewart, an award-winning Canadian journalist, admits that when he started his career he had nearly abandoned Christianity and thought the church a rather tiresome irrelevance.  But after years of covering news all over the world, he now says: “I’ve never reached a war zone, or famine group or crisis anywhere where some church organization was not there long before me…sturdy, remarkable souls usually too kind to ask ‘what took you so long?”  “My own experience has convinced me that Christianity is best shared with others.”

Nearly 20 years ago, Kerry heard the moderator of the Presbyterian church, Robert Bohl, speak of his trip to Kobe, Japan right after an earthquake had hit there.  Before he went to Kobe, he was in Alabama at a church gathering.  A little nine year-old came up to him all proud and asked him to autograph her Bible on the page in Romans where it says, “nothing will be able to separate us from Jesus’ love.”

As the moderator moved on to talk to other adults, the nine year-old girl kept circling around him.  Finally, when there was an opening, the girl came back up to him.  “My daddy gave me my allowance today,” she told Rev. Bohl.  “It isn’t much - $5 for the month – but I don’t need it.  Could you take it, and when you get to Japan, find a 9 year-old girl and buy her a doll or something and tell her nothing can ever separate her from Jesus’ love?”

“You are chosen priests.”  It seems that 1 Peter’s words are not that strange and hard to understand after all.  Even a hardened journalist and a nine year-old can understand them – and more importantly, live by them.  May we as well.
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