Liturgy:
Reading : 1 Peter 2, 1 – 10

Text       : 1 Peter 2, 4 + 5

Ps.     75 : 1,6

Ps.   130 : 2,4

Ps.     48 : 3,4

Ps.  118 :  4,6,7

Ps.     27 : 2,3

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

This morning I may deliver a third and final sermon on the project, we have been busy with for a number of weeks now. The project is called “GIFTS” and has as subtitle, “Will you help build God’s church?”  The centrepiece of this project is that the LORD calls us to build together with each member being involved, using his or her own specific gift to the glory of God and the wellbeing of one another. Concerning this project, there is one aspect at times so easily forgotten and yet most important, namely how we are working together and with what aim.
After all, also in the world at times people join forces in doing something together for a good and laudable purpose and this not always for money. There is a lot of voluntary work out there, also in the world: building together!

Let me just give you an example. One could think of a junior soccer team having a fund raising campaign to build a clubhouse. Everyone is pulling his weight: the youngsters being active in all kind of fund raising actions and as the money comes in the parents too sacrifice many a Saturday to build the clubhouse. All this is done voluntary, whilst being active this way also gives a special bond. You could call it a bonding project
The question I want to put this morning is are we doing something similar in running this project, getting everyone involved in order to become a more active congregation? I think we all realize it is different. Yet the point now is what makes it different. The difference is this beloved: with respect to this project, it’s not our project, it’s God’s project: the church is God’s building. The apostle Peter makes this very clear in the text chosen for this morning.

Before he comes to the subject of building together, first he says come to Jesus, the foundation on which the structure of the church is build. It is not our activity, which comes first! Instead, it is Christ, using us as tools for His building project.  Us – i.e. people, who from themselves perhaps never would like working together. Yet Christ binds us together in a unique way. The church is not a club of like-minded people. Thankfully, we have something more special that binds us together, namely faith in Jesus Christ. 
Hence, with respect to the church, when it comes to building together, the first question is not: how can I work together with him or her? I don’t like that person and therefore I’m not interested. 
Beloved, that’s not how it should be in the church. Instead, we should marvel, “LORD, who am I am that Thou wilt use also me, since from myself I am totally unworthy to be involved. LORD, I thank Thee that I’m still allowed to be part of this building project, that I too am allowed to be a stone in this structure Thou art building. Therefore, here I am LORD, with whatever I can do. Make me a useful tool in Thy service, a truly living stone.” That’s the gospel I may preach to you this morning, whereby I have summarized the words of this morning text as follows:
THE CHURCH IS GOD’S BUILDING

A unique building

1) Unique with respect to its foundation

2) Unique also concerning the structure built on this foundation

I
The apostle Peter, Br. & Sr., had started his letter to the elect pilgrims of the Dispersion with a song of praise, 

“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who according to His abundant mercy has begotten us again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.”

Begotten again, born anew – yet in a similar way as following a normal birth one has to grow and mature, so also with respect to be born anew, one has to grow, to mature  in faith. That’s why in Ch. 2 of this letter the apostle Peter exhorts those who had responded to the gospel in a positive way and who wanted to live holy before the Lord – in Ch. 2 the apostle Peter urges these people to break completely with their former way of life. He had done this also already in the second part of Ch. 1, be it in a more general way. I may refer to Ch. 1, 13, where Peter writes, 

“Therefore gird up the loins of your mind, and rest your hope fully upon the grace that is to be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ.”

Gird up the loins of your mind. Using this metaphor the apostle Peter wants to make clear in the same way as long clothes can hinder people travelling properly, likewise our mind can become clouded so much by all kind of things that it hinders us to stay focussed on the final destination of our life. We lose track. Yet the Lord does not want this. Instead, He wants us to set our hope fully upon the grace to be brought to us at the revelation of Jesus Christ. In a nutshell, Peter urges his readers here, do away with all that hinders you in living a life holy before the Lord. That was Ch. 1

In Ch. 2, Peter now makes this general exhortation more explicit, when he urges these elect pilgrims to do away with “all malice, all deceit, hypocrisy, envy, and all evil speaking.” Lay it aside!
 The NIV translates these words even more strongly and more to the point: “rid yourselves of these …,” i.e. break completely with the former pattern of life, instead, Ch. 2, 2, “as newborn babes, desire the pure milk of the word, that you may grow thereby.” Peter is saying here, believers should have the same yearning for spiritual food as a healthy infant has for its mother’s milk. That’s how it should be with people who have been born again through the Word of God.
 Born through this Word, being fed by this same Word they now also have to grow in faith. Whoever has been called by God in Christ and thus has tasted that the Lord is gracious, should also desire to grow closer to Christ, being united with Him, the living corner stone, on which God’s house, the church, is built. This brings us to Ch. 2, 4, “…”

This living stone, mentioned in Ch. 2, 4, is a clear reference to Jesus Christ. He is this stone, who according to Psalm 118 was rejected by the builders. Builders – i.e. people of whom one would expect to have knowledge about building. Yet they rejected this stone. So to speak, they had looked at this stone from all sides, yet their final analysis was it is a useless stone, away with it. Yet God picks up this thrown away stone, to use it even as the cornerstone.
Beloved, this is typical for God’s way of working, using people, whom we perhaps never would choose. Think of 1 Sam 16, where we read about Samuel being called to anoint one of Jesse’s sons as future king of Israel. Seven sons pass by and even Samuel himself thinks that some of them would make a good king. Yet God chose David, whom father Jesse had not even invited to come home to be present as well. David, being the youngest, was in the fields looking after the sheep. You could almost say, no one had thought about him. It is only after all his brothers had passed by Samuel, that the question is asked, “Do you have more sons?”  Yes, from a human point of view, who would have had expected that from Jesse’s eight sons, David would be the one. 
This clearly shows, beloved, how God uses people, whom at times so easily are written off by us beforehand already. What can you expect from that person? Do you really think that he or she is able to do this? 
That’s how also the Lord Jesus was written off by people. They did not want to accept Him as redeemer. Away with Him, crucify Him. Thus the Lord Jesus became a suffering Redeemer, who in the end died on the cross, totally rejected, as the prophet Isaiah already had prophesied it in Ch. 53of his prophecies; vss. 2b + 3, where we read the following, “...” Again from a human point of view, there was nothing appealing, no strength whatsoever in this Redeemer. Perhaps today we would have called Him a loser, a softy, a lamb that just let himself be slaughtered, who never really stood up for himself. What can one expect from such a person, when it comes to redemption, away with it, useless!
Yet, beloved, God works in a different way. He picked up this thrown away stone, bringing Jesus back from the dead. Jesus died on the cross. He was buried. Humanly speaking, this was the end of that hated rabbi of Nazareth, the stone rejected by the builders.

Yet Good Friday was followed by Easter. He, whom people thought his life is finished, came back from the dead. God raised Him. On Easter morning we see the living Christ, the thrown away stone, yet chosen by God to be the cornerstone, the foundation on which He wants to build the church. 
Forty days after He arose, Christ ascended into heaven, from where He sent His Spirit through whom He gathers His church, working faith in hearts of people dead from themselves, but made alive by the preaching of the gospel. That’s how the church is built, God’s building, also today often rejected by people. The church – by many considered nothing else than just an old-fashioned institution, where you can hardly breathe. What kind of life do you have there – useless! 

Beloved, the addressees of Peter’s first letter faced similar comments in the society they lived in. That’s why they had received this letter, a letter of an encouragement, written by the apostle Peter to people who were ridiculed because of their faith, at times even totally ostracized. In case they were slaves, because of their faith life had only become harder with suffering even more beatings from their heathen masters. However, Peter now says, that’s what they did also with Jesus: the stone rejected by the builders, yet by God made the cornerstone, on which your life is now build as a secure foundation. 
This means, beloved, when it comes to how we think about the church, always think of it as a building put together by God, lest we might give up on the church, since there often is a lot you can criticize the church for, when looking at things from a human perspective – nothing that is really appealing. One only has to listen in to certain conversations – how much criticism there often is. This is not good, that should be better. In addition, look at the lifestyle of certain members of the church. If that is the church... and so people give up, break with the church to find happiness somewhere else, rejected by men!

However, Br. & Sr., let us now look at how God appraises the church. In Ch. 2, 9a, we read, “…” What an amazing characteristic this is, beloved? One may even wonder, is this really true? Can this indeed be said, for example about Christ’s congregation here in Southern River, a royal priesthood, a holy nation? Most likely, these are not words, which we would use to describe the church, especially when looking at things from our human perspective. And yet, beloved, this is how God appraises the church, despite the many weaknesses there undoubtedly are.
How is this possible? The point is this, when appraising the church God looks not first at the people gathered within the church, but God looks at the foundation of the church, Jesus Christ, the chief corner stone, on which the whole structure of the church is built. It is only because of Jesus Christ that God’s judgment about the church is so positive. God appraises the church looking at its foundation; a foundation rejected by the builders, but chosen by God, precious, fitting perfectly according the plan God had made beforehand. 

Already in the OT, the LORD had spoken about laying this foundation, whereby I think not only of Psalm 118, but I could also refer once again to the prophecies of Isaiah. In vs. 6 Peter quotes Isa. 28, 16a, where it reads, “…” At the time the prophet Isaiah had to speak these words on behalf of the LORD, Jerusalem’s leaders were afraid of the increasing power of Assyria. In secret, they had decided to enter into an alliance with Egypt, an alliance against Assyria. Because of this ungodly alliance, God’s judgment was imminent. However, amidst a prophecy in which God speaks about this judgment to come, there is also this word, “Thus says the LORD God, “Behold I lay in Zion a stone for a foundation …’” Those who build their life on this stone will be safe. The apostle Peter, in vs. 6 quoting Isaiah adds, “They will by no means be put to shame.” 
At the time when the gospel was preached in Asia Minor, God was busy laying this foundation. Christ was preached, the chief corner stone, on which the structure of the church indeed rests secure. Whoever in believing builds his life on this secure foundation will by no means be put to shame. On this foundation, we are safe, safe eternally.

See there, beloved, how God builds the church. A unique building indeed! Unique, first of all with respect to its foundation, which is Jesus Christ, who when He came to be the redeemer of God’s people was rejected. However, God used this thrown away stone to become the chief cornerstone, on which He builds a structure for which He also wants to use you and me, beloved, and this too in a very unique way. This brings me to the second point of this morning sermon.

II
In vs. 5a Peter writes, “...” Be built up – these words point first to a divine activity, we are built up through the renewing power of the Holy Spirit, the life-giving Spirit through whom alone we can become living stones. Yet this divine activity does not exclude our personal activity. God working in us through His Spirit wants to make us useful tools in His hands, each member as a particular stone in the structure God is building. With respect to vs. 5 we should not overlook that the apostle Peter speaks about a spiritual house, since the church, to which this expression refers, is formed by the Holy Spirit, dwelling not only in the church as a whole, but also in each member of the church individually.
In the first point of the sermon, we looked at the unique foundation of this structure God is building. In the second point of the sermon, we will speak now in more detail about at the structure itself, which is equally unique as its foundation; unique in the way it is built as well as by whom it is built.

Let us start from the inside, having a closer look first of all at the people living in this spiritual house: a holy priesthood, vs.5. The image shifts here, when Peter notes the living stones that make up this spiritual house are also priests, who – Ch. 1, 2 of this letter – the Holy Spirit sanctified for obedience and sprinkling with the blood of Jesus Christ. The task of this holy priesthood is, vs. 5b, “to offer up spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God.” What are these spiritual sacrifices? In the continuation of this chapter, Peter speaks about glorifying God, by showing mercy, and brotherly love. That’s how our life becomes acceptable to God, not because we are so good, but as it reads in vs. 5 “through Jesus Christ.” Only through Christ our Mediator, our life will be acceptable to God, since on a daily basis we fall short in every respect. Even our best works are all imperfect and defiled with sin. Yet in heaven, we have a faithful and merciful high priest, Jesus Christ, who through His Spirit not only enables us to bring these sacrifices, but where we bring them in imperfection, He also purifies them, presenting them before God without spot or wrinkle. That’s how our sacrifices become acceptable to God.

This shows there is nothing we can boast off. It’s not – as I mentioned it in the beginning of the sermon – see what nice a clubhouse we have built. The church is not a club, where one can feel good about all the work he has done, the many hours spent for the club. The church is God’s building. It is all God’s work. 
At the same time, however, the LORD wants to use us as living stones for the building of a spiritual house. Spiritual – that’s like a temple, where God Himself lives with His glorious Name. The God, who created heaven and earth, wants a place on earth, where He can dwell. That place is the congregation Christ gathers. Hence – giving it some local colour – we as congregation here in Southern River are God’s building. God’s building – this knowledge, beloved, should determine all our activities, also in being busy with the GIFT-project.
God is building a structure on the foundation He has laid. This means building further on this structure involves following Christ. What does this mean in practical terms? Well, think of Christ, the cornerstone! Before Christ became the cornerstone, He had to let go of everything. In the end, it brought Him to the cross. In 100% obedience, He offered Himself to God. That’s what temple service is all about!
Well, beloved, likewise being built up a living stone in this spiritual house we too must be willing to bring sacrifices; sacrifices in looking after each other, caring for each other, visiting that elderly person or that brother ill already for such a long time. It’s simply too bad that because of it you might miss out on your favourite TV program. So what? Giving up a game of golf with you friend, to mow the lawn of that elderly couple, who can’t do it themselves anymore and cannot afford to pay a gardener either, helping that couple willingly and readily in temple service for God. Think of that when you are busy to mow that lawn or have that cup of coffee with that lonely brother or sister.
Just last week I was talking with someone about our young people what they are busy with in life. When it comes to the basics, generally their life as a teenager revolves around three things: study, a part-time job to earn some money for that I-phone or another gadget, and leisure. Yet what if they are called to do something on a Saturday to give a hand at Eucalypt, Fair Haven, or ‘Have a cuppa’. I’m generalizing perhaps, but most would say: we are too busy. I have scheduled something else. I have no time or Saturday is my day off. If this is the case, the question could also be asked, what example do we as parents give them, or are we often too busy as well, giving similar answers when we are called upon to giving a helping hand as well?
I hope you get the drift of all this, to be a living stone within this spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, involves sacrifices; sacrifices not in the first place feeling good about ourselves in helping people out, but out of thankfulness for the fact that God allows me to be stone of this building. Beloved, do we still stand amazed? I’m conviced, the greater the amazement is, the greater the willingness will be to become active in building, active in using our talents to God’s glory and the well-being of one another. Peter speaks about living stones. These are stones dead in themselves but made alive by Christ, i.e. people who let their life be guided by Christ and by His wholesome commandments for life, knowing that only this makes life truly beautiful. 
Among the many stones, which together make this spiritual house, there will also be stones, which perhaps according to our human feelings might have some rough edges, which therefore – to use the same metaphor – are in need of chiselling. However, beloved, consider that you and I personally are likewise in need of chiselling. If the Lord would not chisel each one of us, we all would be too rough, having too many hard edges, to be useful. In other words, we have to learn to accept that every stone is different, each having its own shape and colour, each stone having possibilities but also limitations. There might be stones, about which I sometimes may have my questions and yet God wants to use also that member. Thankfully, God in His mercy has different thoughts about each member than we often have about certain members of the congregation. We are often quick to criticize. Yet remember also that person regarding whom I might have a lot to say in a negative way – also that person is precious in God’s eyes. Also he or she is a person for whom Christ shed His precious blood; a person with whom God wants me to work together in building that spiritual house. Also that particular member is a stone that cannot be missed. Beloved instead of always be quick in criticizing others, let us rather marvel at the fact that God wants to use even me, for from myself I too am worthless, useless, and still God wants to use me. Yes then we marvel, “LORD, I stand amazed, for who am I that Thou wilt use even me, a sinner, totally undeserving to be a stone in this house?”
With respect to the metaphor of a building, there still are a couple of other aspects, I would like to highlight this morning. First, when building a house, builders work according to a plan, made beforehand. Well, that’s how God builds the church according to His perfect plan and this is how we too must work: goal-directed! In other words, in the church, we can’t work with a casual attitude, but we always have to keep the building aim in mind. 
In his letter to the Ephesians, the apostle Paul describes this aim as follows, we have to come to “the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a perfect man, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ.”

At a building site construction, workers always have the design ready at hand. They work according to a definite plan. Well, within the church we should do the same. Working within God’s kingdom should indeed always be goal-directed.

Next, building is also something you do together. It’s a matter of teamwork. Well, also this applies to the church. We need each other. In addition, we should be tuned in to each other, otherwise things will go wrong. As the apostle Paul writes it in Phil. 2, we are to be like-minded, i.e. having the same aim in mind, bound together in love for the Lord, being of one accord.
 Thus joined and knit together by what every joint supplies, according to the effective working by which every part does its share, the house will be built, God’s church!
 Yes, then we all have to be active, each one of us. Then no stone can be missed, but each stone (each member) has its specific task as well as its place within this building.

Is all this pictured too idealistic, Br. & Sr.? It is not when we look at the church in faith, i.e. when looking at the church from a divine perspective. I’m afraid that all too often when speaking about the church we start with the imperfect reality looking at things from a human point of view. Then we say, “If only this or only that…, but….” Next, it comes... all kind of criticism. At times, the result is, discouraged by the brokenness of everything we despair and leave it, without considering new incentives, which perhaps could improve matters.

Yet, beloved, when starting from God’s side, i.e. when opening Scripture, we may look at God’s promises. He will do it by His power, at the same time calling us to be active. Moreover, Scripture does not come with an ideal picture to discourage us. The calling as living stones to build up a spiritual house is not intended to be a burden, under which God wants us to collapse, but also this call is preached to us as gospel. This morning the Lord says to us: this is how it will become: a glorious building, perfect! Therefore, beloved, be thankful that the Lord want to use you as stones for this glorious building. Be thankful, that the Lord wants to take you along on His way to the New Jerusalem, the city in which one day we all will live together in perfect harmony.
I Peter 2 presents us the building plan for the church: a beautiful building founded and constructed on the living corner stone Jesus Christ. A building, from which the praises of God’s mighty deeds sound forth day and night as sacrifices of thankfulness. That’s why God looks down on the church in mercy.

I realize it is not always as beautiful as Scripture pictures it. Nevertheless, God gives beautiful names to the church, not because of us, but because of its foundation, Jesus Christ, the true living stone!

Beloved, whoever in faith builds on this firm foundation will without any doubt become a living stone himself as well; a living stone, i.e. a living church member having only one desire: out of thankfulness to offer our life to this wonderful God, not just part of our life, but our whole life. If in this way we all make a new commitment to work together in the church, God will bless it. Therefore, let us take up the challenge not for own glorification, but to ensure that God’s holy Name receives all honour and glory in the lives of all of us.
Amen.
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