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 Recently there has been a commercial on the television—I think it has been for Ancestry.com. 

Ancestry.com is an internet site where people can research information about their family genealogy. In 

this commercial a man boasts about how he used to think that his family was German—he said he wore 

lederhosen and pursued all of these German traditions, until at some point with the help of Ancestry.com 

he decided to have blood testing done to verify his German heritage. And lo and behold the testing 

revealed that he was not German at all but 52% Irish/Scottish. So he said, “I traded in my lederhosen for a 

kilt!” 

 Discovering one’s heritage is interesting, sometimes amusing and occasionally unsettling. But 

there is a sense in which discovering one’s heritage solidifies a needed sense of identity. I remember 

being overwhelmed by this sense of family roots several years ago when Kathy and I traveled to Ireland, 

the place of our families’ heritage. I remember standing in the ruins of a 5th century church in 

Glendalough, looking down at grave markers in the floor of this church with the name Farrell inscribed 

on them. There was something defining about discovering roots and connecting with heritage of so long 

ago.  

 The words written by the Apostle Peter mean to do similarly for Christians in the Church today. 

We are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for God’s own possession… In the day in 

which we live it seems that the church is like the man in the ancestry.com commercial.  We are thinking 

and acting as if we are something other than what we really are. Sometimes the church acts like a social 

agency or a country club.  We behave sometime like political blocks, or a therapy group.  We present 

ourselves as one of many positive options for people to join in order to improve the quality of their lives. 

 But the words of Holy Scripture from the pen of Peter announce startling truth from God that 

contrasts to so much of the being and doing of the Lord’s Church today. But you are a chosen race, a royal 

priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession… In the light of these things from God’s word we 

need to rethink our self-perceptions, perhaps even relinquish false notions about being Christian and the 

Church, for what God has said about who we are and what we are to do for Him.  

 Over recent weeks we have been unpacking Peter’s description of the Church phrase by phrase. 

We first considered that we are… a chosen race. It is God’s choosing us in Christ Jesus that defines the 

identity and mission of the Church.  That Christians are a chosen race does not mean a people of 

particular color or culture; it does not mean people of a certain denomination or religion. Christians are 

who they are because God chose, not because of race or for any other earthly qualification, or even 

disqualification.  

 Pastor John Piper so beautifully testifies about the meaning of God’s choosing of him in Christ 

Jesus when he said: “I am chosen. I do not know why.  It was nothing in me of value above other humans.  

I did not earn it or merit it, or meet any conditions to get it.  It happened before I was born. I stand in awe 

of it. I tremble with joy at it.  I bow and accept it.  I long to be faithful to its purpose. I am chosen.”  

 Being and doing Church is founded on this incredible truth of God’s sovereign choosing and saving 

work in Christ Jesus.  We are and will be the Lord’s Church best, based first upon our knowledge and 

acceptance of this most glorious work of God. Our lives as professing followers of Jesus are going to be a 

whole lot more enjoyable and our mission more fruitful when we understand at whose initiative we 
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belong to Jesus and to His Church.  It’s not about me, or the elders. It’s not about you or any church 

member’s personal preferences. It’s not about the circumstances or situation. We are a God-chosen 

people… 

 Next, Peter said about the identity of Christians: We are a royal priesthood… Again John Piper 

summarized this part of the Christians identity so well when he said, “You are not chosen just to fritter 

away your time doing nothing.  You (all) are called now to minister in the presence of God.  All your life is 

priestly service.  You are never our of God’s presence.  You are never in a neutral zone.  You are always in 

the court of the temple.  All your life is either a spiritual service of worship or it is out of character.”   

 Every follower of Jesus, in Jesus’ name and by Jesus’ work and Spirit—every Christian is part of 

the royal priesthood.  Not by your merit, or not by any other personal spiritual qualification, but in the 

name of Jesus we have in Jesus and because of Jesus the character of a priest and the function of a priest 

in this world. We stand before God clothed by faith in the righteousness of Jesus, and we worship God in 

Jesus’ name. We pray before God as regards both joys and concerns of people.  And then we repeatedly go 

back into the world to speak to the world of God’s everlasting peace and salvation. 

 We are God’s chosen people, a royal priesthood… Beloved, if this is not us, then we need to trade in 

our lederhosen—we must repent of who and what we have been, to become more and more as God in 

Christ Jesus has sovereignly declared us to be. 

 There is of course more to this description of the God-given identity of Christians: Peter wrote, But 

you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation… The idea of Christians being “a holy nation” is a 

particularly difficult concept for American Christians to grasp, because when we hear the phrase: “we 

are… a holy nation” we are more inclined to think a people of the red, white, and blue first, then we are to 

think a people of the cross of Jesus first.  

 Like the other phrases in this verse from 1 Peter, it is necessary that we look back to when the 

phrase “a holy nation” was first used to describe God’s ancient people. When God called a man by the 

name of Abraham and told him to go to a far country that God would show Him, God promised Abraham: 

and I will make of you a great nation…  For no reason other than God’s own will and pleasure, God chose 

this pagan man Abraham to make a particular people, who unlike any other people on the face of the 

earth would be special to God and serve a kingdom building purpose for God before the rest of the world.  

The origin and status of this nation was 100% God-derived for 100% of God’s ordained purpose. God 

determined it, and God brought it about, and God promised to sustain it. And Abraham responded 

affirmatively to God’s call, not because he figured out the reasons for it, but because he believed God 

would do what God said He would do. (Boice) 

 So Abraham and his descendants became a great “nation” of people.  In my reading through the 

bible I’m currently near the end of Exodus and once again was brought to marvel how God kept this 

promise to Abraham—how God through a series of remarkable events took Abraham’s grandson Jacob 

and his family to live in Egypt, about 70 persons in all (Gen 46:26-27), in order for them to survive a great 

famine. By an incredible act of God’s providence Jacob’s son Joseph found himself in Egypt long before the 

whole family got there, having arrived after a bizarre series of events in order to be in a position to keep 

God’s people alive when they came.  It was then 430 years later that God liberated Jacob’s family and took 

them out of Egypt, 600,000 men on foot, besides women and children (Ex. 12:37)  
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 Now, let’s just say as a conservative estimate that a total of men, women, and children to come out 

of Egypt was 1 million. Over the course of 430 years—Abraham’s descendants went from 70 to1 million.  

That is an increase of about 2,300 people per year, or 190 people each month, or 6.5 babies per day!  That 

is God’s nation building.  A baby born on an average of every 4 hours during captivity in Egypt—under 

the rigors of slave labor, even after Pharaoh ordered the death of all male babies born to Hebrew women. 

This is God’s nation building of His people!  Descendants as numerous as the stars, Abraham.  No 

problem!  

 But the nation of God’s people was not faithful to serve God’s purposes.  Scripture records their 

disobedience, their whining and complaining, their rebellion against their God-chosen identity and 

purpose. Did God throw in the towel?  Did God decide that having a people—a special people of his 

choosing was a bad idea, that a royal priesthood and a holy nation was a bust?  No.  God came instead 

right to where His people lived in His Son Jesus to be the ultimate and final deliverer from sin and to 

fulfill everything that God’s holy nation failed to be and do.  And by Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, 

God continues to have a people, not on the basis of their covenant-keeping abilities, but on the basis of 

the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.  God continues to have and to build a nation of His people, not on 

the basis of this people being of certain ethnicity or having certain ability to live up to God’s expectations, 

but on the basis of the saving work of Jesus via the cross and empty tomb.  

 God is still  making a holy  nation, not by producing babies of a certain ethnicity, but now by 

spiritual rebirth—by faith in the saving work of Jesus.  As John Stott said it so well: “Church fellowship is 

the calling of every Christian.  There is a spiritual ethnicity to the church of Christ; Christians are 

blood relatives, joined by the blood of Jesus Christ.” The church’s nation status is not one determined by a 

certain flag or form of civil government or economic system. The church’s nation status is because of 

Jesus, His cross, His empty tomb, and His eternal reign as the King of kings and Lord of lords.  

 Now, there is one other very important part to this.  Christians are not just a nation.  Christians are 

a “holy nation.”  The word “holy” fundamentally signifies separated from sin and consecrated to God.  

“Holy” is not a status attained by us, but is an outcome of God’s gracious saving work in Jesus, that the 

believer then continually employs to be holy as the Bible commands.  

 It’s important to understand that when Peter wrote these words to Christians in the early Church, 

his words meant to emphasize the distinction and separateness of the followers of Jesus in utter devotion 

to God. “With this phrase Peter suggests that the true social context of first century Christians was not the 

Greco-Roman culture, but the new nation constituted by believers in Jesus, centered upon the kingdom of 

God.” (Karen Jobes commentary, First Peter) In other words as “a holy nation” Christians were not 

Romans who happened to follow Jesus.  Rather, Christians were a holy nation constituted by God by faith 

in Jesus, for God’s kingdom building purpose, who happened to also be Romans.  Of course this 

distinction as a holy nation brought potential alienation from popular society; it meant conflict of 

loyalties bringing charges of treason and poor citizenship upon Christians of the Roman Empire… (Jobes) 

Christians were often persecuted, not for worshipping Jesus (because what was one more god in a 

polytheistic culture).  But Christians were persecuted because of the higher claim of the Gospel that only 

in Jesus is the One, true God to be worshipped.” (Jobes)    
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 To be chosen and appointed a holy nation not by an earthly government, or civil constitution, or 

by one’s self or any religious group, but chosen and appointed by the risen, ruling Son of God Jesus, THIS 

is a distinction without parallel.  

 So, how do you—how do we embrace this God-determined distinction of the Church being a holy 

nation? In what ways are Christians living out this separateness unto God for God’s kingdom?  Let’s 

briefly think about this as regards one current situation.   

 I am quite dismayed and troubled about the current election process and candidates. As regards 

the exercise of a privilege I have as a U.S. citizen, I face a dilemma in November.  How shall I/we live out 

my identity as members of a holy nation the Church, loyal to King Jesus, when more and more the 

distinction of God’s kingdom is in such contrast to the morality and rule of humanity? 

 Christians today face a blending of culture creeping into faith such that we don’t always see the 

distinction that God has determined for His Church since Abraham and confirmed in His Son Jesus, who 

chose and appointed followers to be holy as He is holy.  “This (distinction) doesn’t mean a retreat to the 

catacombs, and it doesn’t mean returning to monasteries… We are gospel people, mission people, which 

means we must remain engaged with the mission field around us.  But we engage in a different way… 

from the only culture—(the Church, the Holy nation) where we (Christians) really belong.” (Russell More,  

July 20, 2015)  “Church should be a place where we remind people that Jesus wants all our devotion and 

loyalty, and we should refrain from sending the message that such a loyalty can be shared with anything 

else…” (Benjamin Corey, Sept 27, 2014) 

 God help us to live out this distinction in the day and in the dilemmas we face.  To God be the 

glory! Amen!  


