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“The Church Defined”      Text – 1 Peter 2:9      OT Reading – Hosea 1-2:1


Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ.
I am sure you would agree with me when I say that definitions are very helpful.  
When we are young and at school or university, definitions are the things which help shape the content of our knowledge.  
A circle is round.  
A square has four equal sides.  
E=mc2.  Pi = 3.14159.  
A verb is a doing word and a Noun is a naming word.  Etc etc.  
All of these become the definitions upon which our knowledge is built.  

Well, we are continuing to consider the articles of the Apostle’s Creed as they are considered in the Lord’s Days of the Heidelberg Catechism.  
And Lord’s Day 21 provides us with a consideration of all the articles of the Apostles’ Creed that have to do with Ecclesiology; the study of the church.  
In essence, we are presented there with a number of definitions that relate to the doctrine of the church: a holy catholic church, the communion of the saints, and the forgiveness of sins.
And, of course, these definitions are drawn from the content of God’s Word.  

And so, we are going to consider the definition of the church today by taking a close look at 1 Peter 2:9.  
Before we do that, however, we need to consider the overall context of 1 Peter.
In this book, the Apostle Peter is writing to Gentile Christians, those who were not of Jewish backgrounds.  
Now, these Christians had been forced to flee their homes and were now being harshly persecuted again.  And they were almost ready to throw in the towel.  
“Christianity is just too much hard work.  It just isn’t worth it.  It sounds glorious and wonderful in theory.  But, in actual fact, it just brings suffering and sorrow.”

It is this type of despondency, then, that Peter is trying to address as he writes to them.  
And so, in this section, he sets before them a glorious definition of the church.  
And as we look at this verse together, we are going to see how the doctrine of the church is a great encouragement to us as believers, but also a 
great encouragement to us to live as believers in the church.

In this verse then, The Holy Spirit encourages God’s People with a Definition of the Church.  And what we see here is that the character of the church is defined and the calling of the church is defined, our two points.

	Well, in the preceding verses, Peter has used the imagery of a building to define the church.  
	He pictured the church as a stone building that is built up on Jesus Christ, the Cornerstone.  
	And he contrasted these believing Gentiles with the non-believing Jews who had rejected Jesus as the Messiah.  
	For the Gentiles, as well as for all believers, Jesus was a “chosen and precious stone.”  
	For the Jews, as well as for all unbelievers, Jesus is “a stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall.”  
	He wanted to encourage them with a picture of a solid and unmoveable church that is being built by God Himself.  


	And now, Peter, by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, continues to develop this definition of the church.  
	And so, he says, “You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God.”  
	Now, these are very much OT Jewish terms that Paul is using.  
	And he uses them, very deliberately, to try and connect these ‘recent’ Gentile converts with the historic people of God.  
	He wants them to see that they are part of the one church that God has been building throughout all of history.  
	In Deut 7:6, God said to Israel, “You are a people holy to the Lord your God.  The Lord your God has chosen you.”  
	Here, God says to NT Christians, you are God’s chosen people!  
	In Exodus 19:6, God said to Israel, “You will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.  
	Here, God says to NT Christians, you are a royal priesthood and a holy nation.  
	In Deut. 4:20, God says to Israel, “As for you, the Lord took you out of Egypt, to be the people of His inheritance.”  
	Here, God says to NT Christians, you are a people belonging to God.  


	Well, these are certainly perspective changing titles!  
	The Holy Spirit is saying to persecuted Christians, “You are not meaningless, insignificant, unimportant, individuals.  No, you are a member of the one, historic, church of God.”  


	Well, let us unpack these terms a little more then to see what they say in relation to defining the character of the church.  
	Firstly, you are “a chosen people.”  
	You know, there is something very powerful in the area of choice, isn’t there.  
	You boys and girls will know what I mean.  
	When you stand on the rugby or soccer field at lunch time, with a group of other children, you know how wonderful it is to hear the team captain say, “I choose Tom to be on my team.”  “Wow, he chose me!  He wants me to be on his team!”  

Or, how about when you find out that your teacher chose you to be a class captain or chose to read your story to the rest of the class because it is particularly good.  
Knowing that you are chosen is wonderful.  

	Well, the church is defined here as a “chosen people.”  
	If you believe that Jesus is the Son of God and that He died for your sins, then you may know that you are one of God’s chosen people.  
	Now, you are not one of God’s chosen people because you believe.  

You are one of God’s people because He chose you to believe.  
This we see in Romans 9, for example, where God says, “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion.  It does not, therefore, depend on man’s desire or effort, but on God’s mercy.”  
	By defining the church as a “chosen people,” the Holy Spirit informs each believer that they are one whom God has chosen unto salvation.  
	Q/A 54 of the catechism summarizes it in this way, “I believe that the Son of God ... gathers, protects, and preserves for Himself a community chosen for eternal life.”  
	And so, ultimately, the church is not the work of man, but the work of God Himself.  God has chosen you and joined you to the church of Jesus Christ.  

In terms of definition: the church is the assembly of the chosen.  
	Is this an encouragement to you?  


	Secondly, you are “a royal priesthood.”  
	Now, there is no doubt that in the OT administration, the priests were part of the upper class of Jewish society.  
	God had called them and set them aside to a very important work.  And so, with that work came a certain amount of reverence and honour.  
	But with the coming of the Great High Priest, that class of priests came to an end.  
	And so, now, by virtue of our union with the Lord Jesus Christ, every member of His church is a priest.  
	No longer must someone else stand between you and God.  
	No longer must someone else offer sacrifices on your behalf to God.  
	No longer must someone else do all the Bible study on your behalf.  
	You can and must stand before God in prayer, yourself.  

You must sacrifice yourself as an offering of glad obedience to God.  
You must read and study God’s Word, yourself.  
	O yes, there are still office-bearers who have a particular calling.  
	But they do not stand between us and God as the priests of the OT did.  


	What this means then is that we each are an indispensable part of the church.  
	As Paul says elsewhere in Corinthians, some are hands, some are feet, but we are all members of the one body.  The hand cannot say to the foot, “I have no need of you.”  

And so, this means that we are each a necessary part of the communion of saints.  
	We need accompanists.  We need bulletin editors.  We need gardeners.  We need Sunday school teachers and cadet counsellors.  We need those who sweep the floor and do the dishes after coffee.  We need those who pay the electricity bill.  We need those who open their homes to strangers.  We need those who send cards to the sick and the sorrowing.  We need Elders and Deacons.  We need those who can bake and prepare meals for others in need.  We need those who can provide long term care-givers with some time off.  We need those who can pop in for a quick encouraging visit.  We need those who can volunteer their time for acts of service in the community.  We need those who are willing to look after the infants while parents participate in worship.  We need leaders for our Bible studies.  We need encouragers.  We need those who can write articles.  We need those who can stand at the door and give a welcoming smile.  
	We need each other.  
	And because we are a “royal priesthood,” we are called “to use these gifts readily and cheerfully for the service and enrichment of other members.”  
	In terms of definition: the church is the priesthood of all believers.  
	Is this an encouragement to you?  


	Thirdly, you are a “holy nation.”  
	If I were to ask you if you thought of yourself as holy, I suspect that you would say, “No.  I’m many other things but holy I ain’t.”  

Generally, we define holy as “pure, separate, free from every stain, wholly perfect and immaculate in every detail.”  
	And, considering that definition, we can see why none of us would be quick to say that we see ourselves as holy.  
	And yet, the Holy Spirit defines the church, here, as a “holy nation.”  
	Brothers and Sisters, young people, and boys and girls, in God’s eyes, you are holy.  
	We saw this when we looked at Ephesians 1:4.  Turn with me there for a moment.  “For He chose us in Him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in His sight.”  
	Now, when God decrees something, He does not sit around for thousands of years for it to come to reality.  

When God chose us to be holy and blameless in His sight, we became holy and blameless in His sight.   
	And so, when God looks down at you, here, as you sit, He does not see miserable sinners.  He sees those who are holy and blameless!  
	Why is this so?  Well, firstly because of those words we read in 1:4, ‘He chose us in HIM.”  When God looks at us, He does in and through Jesus Christ.  
	And this is because of what we read in Ephesians 1:7, “in him, we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of sins.”  
	Because of the work of Jesus on the cross, you are forgiven.  
	God does not hold against you any of your sins.  

You are a member of the church of Jesus Christ by virtue of forgiveness.  
	In terms of definition: the church is the assembly of the holy.  
	Is this an encouragement to you?  


	Well, finally, in connection with this point, you are “a people belonging to God.”  
	Boys and girls, do you lose things every now and then?  Like socks, and toothbrushes, and books?  As I look at the expressions on your parent’s faces, it would seem that you do.  But, you know what?  I suspect that your parents lose things too, like cell-phones and keys!  
	Well, can you imagine God losing anything?  
	Do you think it would be possible for Him to forget about some of the members of His family?  
	Do you think God could forget who is part of His church and who is not?  
	No.  It is not possible for a perfect God to be forgetful or to lose things.  
	Well, as a believer, you belong to God.  
	This means that you cannot be lost or forgotten by Him.  
	This means, as the catechism states of the church, “I am and always will be a living member.”  
	And, that is not the idle boast of an arrogant Christian who thinks that they are strong enough to endure.  
	No.  That is the simple response of faith that comes from knowing that you belong to God!  
	In terms of definition: the church is the assembly of those who belong to God.  
	Is this an encouragement to you?

Well, having seen how the definition of character of the church encourages us as believers, we finish by noting that the definition of the calling of the church encourages us to live as believers.

The last half of the verse says, “That you may declare the praises of Him who called you out of darkness and into His wonderful light.”  

You know, I once visited a church that had its front doors facing a reasonably busy main road.  
And at the bottom of the stairs, facing out to the road, was a sign that read, “Jesus says, come to Me all you who are weary, and I will give you rest.”  
Through that sign, passers-by were invited to enter the church to find rest.  
But as you walked out of that church, on the side of the sign that faced the church, it read, “Go, therefore, and make disciples of all the nations.”  

And I think that both halves of that sign rightly reflect the teaching of this verse.  
We all need encouragement, and comfort, and rest, and peace.  We all need the blessing that comes from being in the presence of God.  And these are things that only the church of Jesus Christ can provide.  
But we need these things so that…  
As the first Q/A of the WSC puts it: The chief end of man, or the primary purpose of man is to glorify God and enjoy Him forever.  
We come into church to glorify God and enjoy Him forever and we go out of the church to glorify God and enjoy Him forever.  

Now, by referring to that sign, I am not suggesting that what we do in the church, in worship, has only to do with rest and what we do outside has only to do with evangelism; not at all.  
The church, at worship, equips believers and disciples the nations.  
We are called both in the worship services and outside in our life of worship to “declare the praises of Him who called you out of darkness and into His wonderful light.”

Well, what then is the significance of coming from darkness into light?  Why should that motivate our praise?  
I once read about a man named Bob Edens who was born blind.  For 51 years He couldn’t see a single thing.  He felt his way through five decades of darkness.  And then, a skilled surgeon performed a complicated operation and, for the first time, Bob Edens had sight.  He said, “I never would have dreamed that yellow is so…yellow!” “I don’t have the words. I am amazed by yellow.  I can see the shape of the moon—and I like nothing better than seeing a jet plane flying across the sky leaving a vapour trail.  And at night I look at the stars in the sky and the flashing lights.  You could never know how wonderful everything is.”

Can you imagine the regard that Bob Edens has for the surgeon who operated on him and gave him his sight?  I imagine that it if you could talk to Bob Edens, it wouldn’t be long before he was telling you about his operation and how amazing yellow is.  

Brothers and Sisters, at one time, as we have been reminded in our Ephesian’s series, we all were spiritually blind.  We lived in complete spiritual darkness.  
But God, through radical heart surgery took your heart of darkness and filled it with the light of His glorious presence.  
You have been brought into the church of Jesus Christ!  
And this ought to yield a desire to declare His praises!  
If Bob Edens has good reason to praise his eye surgeon, then you have far greater reason to praise your God!  

As we close then, when and how do we do this?  When and how do we declare the praises of God?
Well, we do this each day.  
When we awaken, we pray to God and praise Him.  
When we arrive at our destination we praise Him for safe travelling mercies.  
When something happens to us, good or bad, we praise God, even if there are non-Christians present.  
As parents, we seek opportunities before and with our children to praise God. 
When we see something spectacular we praise God.
We train ourselves, looking in reliance on the Holy Spirit, to live a life of praise. 

And, in addition to daily opportunities to praise God, we are also given the weekly blessing of gathering twice in worship to praise God.  
We do this with our prayers.  
We do this with our offerings.  
We do this through listening attentively and staying awake.  
And we do this also with our singing.  
Dear people of God, do you sing with the thankfulness of someone who was once blind but can now see?  
Do you sing like someone who recognizes that they have been chosen for eternal life?  
Do you sing like a forgiven sinner?  
Do you sing?  
Or are you more worried about the person next to you’s opinion of your voice than you are about praising God?  

Because of what Christ has done for you, you ought to come to church prepared to go home with no voice left.  
You have every reason to sing your heart out.  
Jesus died for you.  
He gave up His life for you.  
He hung on that cruel cross with nails in His hands and feet.  
He died a slow and agonizing death and endured the terrors of Hell for you.  
He conquered the grave and rose victorious.  
He smashed the power of the Devil.  
He took away the curse of eternal death that was rightfully yours.

Jesus Christ is the cornerstone of the church. 
It is as we sung together a little earlier; the church’s one foundation is Jesus Christ Her Lord.

By definition, the church is a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy, a people belonging to God.

You are a part of the church of the Lord Jesus Christ.  

And you are so “that you may declare the praises of Him who called you out of darkness into His wonderful light.”  Amen.  

