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JESUS, KING OF THE NATIONS
(Exodus 19:1-6; 1 Peter 2:9-10)
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A. Our great fear is that we are just a leaf.  There are leaves everywhere these days, countless leaves blowing, getting raked up and disposed of.  Now a single leaf falls from a tree and it’s of no importance.  It lies there, completely unnoticed, “unwept and unsung.”  It’s just a leaf.  And our great fear is that we are just a leaf as well.

1.  In the pre-modern, Christian worldview reflected in the Bible, human beings were of infinite value, created in the image of God.  We embraced our purpose for living by finding our place in the great story that God is unfolding in our world.  


2.  In the more recent, modern, secular worldview, human beings were also of great worth, not because we were created in the image of God, but because we were the highest species on earth.  Our purpose was to find our place in the great story of human progress.  


3.  In the present, post-modern worldview, human beings are of little or no value at all.  Our only purpose is to create an identity for our selves that may have little or no relation to other selves in the world.  But it is an identity that has no greater or truly lasting significance whatsoever.  From this perspective, there certainly is no overarching story or greater meaning to life, except what you make of it.


And that’s what we are then left with:  no ultimate purpose or meaning for our lives.  We are no more significant than the other species for that matter:  dolphins, squirrels, even earthworms.  There is no unfolding story, no greater goal in life.  The most brilliant human minds, divorced from any connection with a transcendent and supremely significant God, can only arrive at the conclusion that everything is meaningless.  


B.  So our great fear is that we are just a leaf.  Each of us is a single leaf on a single tree among billions of trees.  We live out our season, and when our time is done we fall to the ground and become part of the forgotten compost.  


C.  And here’s where the good news of Gospel is so wonderfully refreshing.  There really is a story!  It’s God’s story, centered in Christ, and it is remarkable, beyond imagination.  Peter details our glorious privilege as the new people of God.  He tells us that God has graced us with a new status, a new significance, and a new service.  
I. A NEW STATUS.

Our new status as the new people of God is described in the first half of verse 9:  “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession….”  

A.  I’m sure that you know that all of these titles were first applied to Old Testament Israel.  These were marvelous promises from God, privileges that were truly beyond hope.  They were supposed to be “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession.”  But Israel never enjoyed the fullness these promises.  


B.  The New Testament teaches that these promises were fully realized in the True Israel, Jesus Christ.  Here is an important key for understanding the Bible.  Israel’s true purpose was to produce the One who would be the Seed of the woman, Eve, the One who would be bruised of heel by the serpent, but who would in turn crush the serpent’s head.  Israel was called God’s “son,” but Jesus came as the true Son of God, the true Israel, the true Heir to whom all the promises of Israel now belong.  And Peter says in our text that these promises have come to rest through Christ on the new people of God, the church.  

Have you put your faith in Jesus Christ and confessed him publicly?  Then you have entered into this new status.  All of the promises to Jesus Christ have been extended to you.  You are now a part of God’s eternal story.

C.  Peter seizes these great titles from the Old Testament, showing us our new status before God, and, beloved, this is all very good news!   


1.  Peter says that the church is now “a chosen race.”  God chose the tiny, insignificant race of Israel to be his chosen people in the Old Testament.  Why did God love them and not others? 
The Old Testament answers our question decisively.  God loved them simply because he set his love on them.  Nothing can explain the electing love of God.  Supremely, Christ himself was the chosen race of God, the One who was “anointed” as God’s chosen servant.  


Here Peter applies this truth to the church as the new people of God.  God has chosen a new race of people to be his very own out of all the peoples of the earth, the elect, Christians.  This points to the fundamental change of nature that takes place when we receive the new birth through the resurrection of Jesus Christ.  No one can choose their race, and no one can change their race.  But the great privilege we come to know in Christ is that we are born into the “chosen race” of the new people of God. 


2.  And Peter says that the church is now a “royal priesthood.”  Here also was a promise extended to Israel in the Old Testament in Exodus 19:6.  It was hard to see how it would be possible, though.  The priests of Israel were to be descendants of Aaron, from the tribe of Levi.  But the kings must all descend from King David, of the tribe of Judah.  So how could someone be both a priest and a king?  This dilemma was solved in Jesus Christ, the Son of David, whose priesthood was traced back before Aaron to the priesthood of Melchizedek.  Jesus, the great High Priest, offered his own body as a sacrifice for sins.  

And here, again, Peter applies this wonderful title to the new people of God.  In Christ, we are “a royal priesthood.”  It’s from this text and others that the Protestant Reformers, Luther and Calvin drew the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers, not that all Christians should be ministers or pastors, but that all believers now have access to God.  In the Old Testament only the priests could go into the inner rooms of the Temple, and only the High Priest could go into the innermost sanctuary, the “holy of holies,” and that only once a year.  But now, through Jesus and his final sacrifice on the cross, all believers can approach God through him.  

3.  Peter calls the new people of God “a holy nation.”  This would be equivalent to God’s kingdom.  In the Old Testament, Israel was to be a holy nation shining as a light in the midst of the wicked nations of the earth.  They were to look upon God as their King, live according to his design, and enjoy his authority, protection, and provision.  But they were far from holy and frequently rejected God as their king.  Jesus Christ himself was alone a “holy nation.”  He was the true Israel living perfectly under God’s kingship.  And through his atoning sacrifice, he has purified his people, making us holy before God and calling us to live holy lives in obedience to the King.  


4.  Peter calls the new people of God “a people for his own possession.”  This exact phrase occurs nowhere in the Old Testament, though it is certainly implied in our text from Exodus 19, where Israel is called God’s “treasured possession.”  Belonging to God was filled with hope, for it implied God’s obligation to care for his people, and his people’s obligation to live for him.  Once again, Israel utterly failed to live up to this expectation.  Jesus Christ alone was the true people of God’s own possession.  He alone pleased God completely, so that God could announce both at the beginning and the end of Jesus’ public ministry, “This is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased.”  And this promise is now extended to the new people of God who are his through faith in Christ.  God claims us and loves us and promises his everlasting faithfulness and care.  

Peter also proclaims:

II. A NEW SIGNIFICANCE.  


A.  Peter writes in verse 10:  “10  Once you were not a people, but now you are God’s people; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.”  He borrows these words from the prophet Hosea.  In Hosea’s day, God’s people had been so utterly wicked and faithless that God accused them of adultery and actually divorced them.  In a graphic way, the prophet Hosea lived this out.  He married a woman who was unfaithful to him.  She had children, but their paternity was so doubtful that the daughter was named, “Lo-Ruhama,” which means “no mercy,” and the son was named “Lo-Ammi,” which means, “not my people.”  And God applied those dreadful titles to Israel.  “I will have no mercy on you.”  “You are not my people.”  Yet, through Hosea, God promised a day when Israel would repent and God would receive her back and restore her.  

B.  Peter echoes these words and applies them to the new people of God, the church.  “Once you were not a people.”  Do you know what that means?  Once you really were a leaf, a single leaf, on a single tree among billions of trees, living out your season, and when your time was done you would fall to the ground and would become part of the forgotten compost, unnoticed, “unwept and unsung.”  “Once you were not a people.”   And, Beloved, if you start at that proper place, you will have a joyful life of grateful gladness.  If you begin each day from that perspective, you will cheerfully follow Christ, because you know that in Christ “you are now God’s people.”  You know that once you were not a people, but now you are right in the middle of the story, the only story:  the eternal story of God.

C.  Notice that the term is a collective term, a word that implies a group.  Peter does not say, “Once you were a nobody, but now you are a somebody.”  God’s intention all along was not to make a bunch of solitary “somebody’s,” individuals who were very interested in their own importance as individuals.  Rather, God intends to form a “people,” as his own “people.”  Of course we are far too influenced by American individualism, and infatuated with the importance of self.  We come by this honestly, both from our ungodly heritage as the former children of the self-important devil, and as products of the self-absorbed American culture.  God calls us his “people,” not individuals.  In Christ we enter into this new significance.  And that means we are called to 

III. A NEW SERVICE.  


Now if all of this is marvelous beyond all hope and expectation, the purpose behind it is even greater, if possible.  “9  But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.”  


A.  God’s purpose in rescuing us and in pouring forth all these honors upon is that we may proclaim his excellencies.  John Calvin writes:  “God has favored us with these immense benefits and constantly manifests them, that his glory might by us be made known:  (his) wisdom, goodness, power, righteousness, and everything else, in which the glory of God shines forth.  And further, it behooves us to declare these virtues or excellencies not only by our tongue, but also by our whole life.”  

B.  What we’re talking about, of course, is missions.  What is missions, if not, at its very heart proclaiming Christ? And the motive for missions is our absolute joy and astonishment in what God has created for us in Jesus Christ.  It is the unquenchable desire to proclaim him for two reasons.  First, because he is so glorious and has made us so glad.  But second, because we know that there are more of our race out there, more of the elect whom God has called us to find and call into the new status and significance as “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession.” 


John the baptizer understood this.  Someone asked him who he was, and he said, that he was not the Christ, but that one would come after him, “The strap of whose sandal I am not worthy to untie.”  What he was saying was, “It would be a great privilege, far beyond my station, to serve Christ even in this menial task.”  Contrast this with the disciples in the upper room, filled with pride, concerned about their position.  And finally it was Christ himself who had to take the basin and towel and perform the function reserved for the lowliest servant in the household:  washing their feet.


It’s like the Secret Servant agent, whose whole life is to remain unnoticed and to die, if necessary, protecting the president, living his whole life on “the sidelines of history.”  It’s called the Secret SERVICE, after all.  And what’s interesting is that it is a highly competitive field, only the best are chosen, and most Secret Service agents never even get close to the president.  
CONCLUSION

Jesus calls us to this great privilege “to proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.”  That’s the mission of the chosen race, the royal priesthood, the holy nation, the people created for God’s own possession, those who were once not a people, but now are the people of God.

The purpose of this marvelous new status, and new significance, is to find our highest privilege—in a new service:  abandoning self and serving Christ.  
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