
Service of the Word 
Sunday, July 5, 2020 
 
 
 

Scripture Reading 
 

1st Peter 2: 1 – 12 (ESV)  
 

Our Scripture Reading this morning is from 1st Peter, chapter 2, verses 1 – 12. 
  
1 So put away all malice and all deceit and hypocrisy and envy and all slander. 2 Like newborn 
infants, long for the pure spiritual milk, that by it you may grow up into salvation—3 if indeed 
you have tasted that the Lord is good. 4 As you come to him, a living stone rejected by men but 
in the sight of God chosen and precious, 5 you yourselves like living stones are being built up 
as a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God 
through Jesus Christ. 6 For it stands in Scripture:  
 

“Behold, I am laying in Zion a stone, a cornerstone chosen and precious, and whoever 
believes in him will not be put to shame.”  

 
7 So the honor is for you who believe, but for those who do not believe,  
 

“The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone,”  
 
8 and  
 

“A stone of stumbling, and a rock of offense.”  
 

They stumble because they disobey the word, as they were destined to do. 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. 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. 11 Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles to abstain 
from the passions of the flesh, which wage war against your soul. 12 Keep your conduct among 
the Gentiles honorable, so that when they speak against you as evildoers, they may see your 
good deeds and glorify God on the day of visitation.  
 

This is the word of the Lord.  May God give us ears to hear what His Spirit is saying to the 
church. 
 
 
 

Relevant Church 
1st Peter 2:1 – 12  
 

It’s an easy time to get depressed… 
 

It’s an easy time to get depressed, isn’t it?  If I’m honest, I’ve been struggling with it myself—
really struggling—for a couple of months now, and I keep coming back to the question, where 
(and when) do we go from here?  Where is that line that we need to cross—the benchmark 
that society needs to reach—before I can speak to my grocer or my banker without the 



intervention of a plexiglass shield, and when reaching out to shake hands with someone will 
not be perceived as a possible threat to do bodily harm?  The world is struggling right now… 
We are struggling right now… 
 

We are struggling with this pandemic… Struggling to understand just what it is, never mind 
how to deal with it… Do we need to maintain a two-metre distance at all times?  Do we need to 
where masks?  Do we need to quarantine and be tested if we happen to cough in public?  We 
know that COVID-19 is out there, that’s true, but Dr. Stephen Morse, Professor of Clinical 
Epidemiology at Columbia University in New York has calculated that  
 

…there are 50,000 vertebrates on earth, each of which harbors 20 different viruses. That 
gives a total of 1 million vertebrate viruses. We have only identified about 2,000 viruses; 
therefore over 99.8% of vertebrate viruses have not yet been discovered! 

 

Even if he is only half right (or a quarter!), someone might suggest that there are a lot of things 
out there potentially worse than COVID-19 (if not quite as communicable), and then ask the 
question, “What are we to do about it?”  We want to be “safe”, but as one popular radio host in 
the United States has pointed out, when it comes to an honest reckoning, not only with 
COVID-19 but also with epidemiology in general, “safe” means never.   
 

Others have suggested that eventually things will get back to normal, or, if not normal, “the 
new normal” (whatever that may be), but in the meantime, can businesses be open?  Can 
restaurants?  What about gyms and health clubs? I dropped in this week to the fitness centre 
of which I am a member and found that it is indeed legally open.  Of course, under the rubric of 
so-called “essential services”, some businesses were never really closed, but who exactly gets 
to decide what constitutes an “essential” service.  I think (and this is just my opinion—you can 
take it or leave it), but I really do think that in the end, we might wonder why Walmart and 
Canadian Tire were (in most places) defined as essential services, and churches (never mind 
the gatherings of other world religions) were not.   
 

And that’s just COVID-19… If that was all the world was dealing with, it would be enough… 
But in some places we have peaceful protests against police brutality, and in other places we 
have riots and civil unrest, at least bordering on anarchy. 
 

And if you don’t know what’s been happening in Hong Kong over the last few months, you 
could hardly be blamed, but while many of us have been trying to focus on an invisible threat, 
and preoccupied with the work of Marxist agitators here at home, the communist Chinese 
government has enacted a new security law, of which, The New York Times, that bastion of 
conservative thought, wrote, 
 

The law is likely to usher in a new era for Hong Kong, experts say, in which civil liberties 
are tightly constrained and loyalty to the party is paramount. “All in all, this is a takeover of 
Hong Kong,” said Jerome A. Cohen, a New York University law professor who specializes 
in the Chinese legal system. 

 

Then there’s Nigeria…  On Canada Day (and maybe there’s some irony there) The Christian 
Post ran a story that read,  
 



A genocide expert and former Congressman Frank Wolf have warned that violence being 
committed against Christians in Nigeria and the U.S. government’s “failed” response to it 
could lead to another genocide like the ones that occurred in Rwanda and Darfur. 

 

And I could go on (but I won’t) …  Some of us are old enough to remember both Rwanda and 
Darfur, and, as I said, it’s an easy time to get depressed, isn’t it? 
 

“Essential Services” 
 

But going back to that idea of “essential services” for just a minute, I have to wonder if one 
reason why the church was deemed by many to be a “non-essential” service (at least at the 
beginning, when we were instructed by the government to close our doors), is found in the 
perception that our message does not speak to the realities of the world in which we live.  I 
think there’s another reason, which, in a nutshell was summarized by Jesus himself when he 
said,  
 

18 “If the world hates you, know that it has hated me before it hated you. 19 If you were of 
the world, the world would love you as its own; but because you are not of the world, but I 
chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you. 20 Remember the word that I said 
to you: ‘A servant is not greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, they will also 
persecute you. If they kept my word, they will also keep yours. 21 But all these things they 
will do to you on account of my name, because they do not know him who sent me. John 
15:18–21 (ESV)  

 

That being the case, I still wonder if a part of our being deemed “non-essential” (and even a 
part of the hatred that the world has for the church), stems from the fact that many perceive 
Christianity to be “boring, irrelevant, and untrue,” as Nicky Gumbel pointed out years ago in the 
ALPHA Course,   Frankly, I think those descriptions are in reverse order of importance, 
because if you think something is untrue, then you will doubtless find it irrelevant, and when we 
find something irrelevant, it will almost always bore us, and you really can work that equation 
from both ends.   
 

That said, since the rise of the church growth movement, and particularly in our post-
modern age, many have wondered if the church can ever be truly relevant (I even have a book 
on my shelf—published by “Relevant Books”, no less—that was marketed with just that 
question on the back cover.  I don’t loan it out, because in this case, I think that the 
prescription called for in the book might actually be a part of the problem, but the authors did 
correctly identify the problem, and one of the 15 gets right to it writing, “When thinking about 
the relevance of church, the first question we must ask is whether or not church is still relevant 
to Jesus Christ.” 
 

I have to agree, given that the church is the bride of Christ, for whom he gave himself,  
 

26 that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, 27 
so that he might present the church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any 
such thing, that she might be holy and without blemish. Ephesians 5:26–27 (ESV)  

 

as we read in Ephesians 5, and also, as Paul wrote earlier in the same Letter, the fact that God 
raised Jesus from the dead,  



 
20 …and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places… 22 And he put all things 
under his feet and gave him as head over all things to the church, 23 which is his body, 
the fullness of him who fills all in all. Ephesians 1:20–23 (ESV)  

 

So, yeah, I guess that “the first question we must ask is whether or not the church is still 
relevant to Jesus Christ.”  And finding that it is, there should be no question in our minds that 
church constitutes an “essential service”.  But when you combine an understanding of who the 
church is with all that we have studied so far about worship this summer (in other words, what 
the church is meant to do), it becomes clear that Church is not essential because of all that it 
does for us.  We like to gather together for the music, and for the fellowship, and for the 
connection to community—and some of us may even like the sermon part—and all of those 
things are good (and even essential) in themselves; I will never dispute that.  But the service of 
the church which is truly “essential” is that service which we offer to God when we worship him 
as we have been created and called and commanded to do.  Our text today retraced some of 
the ground that we have already covered this summer.  Peter wrote,  
 

4 As you come to him, a living stone rejected by men but in the sight of God chosen and 
precious, 5 you yourselves like living stones are being built up as a spiritual house… 

 

(and here’s why) 
 

…to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus 
Christ. 1 Peter 2:4–5 (ESV)  

 

Get it?  Worship of the Living God—service offered to the Living God—is essential, but not for 
what it does for us (even though it does so very much).   I don’t always agree with Pastor and 
author Rick Warren, but in his book, Purpose Driven Church, he got at least this much right; 
“It’s not about you.”  It’s not about us.  Period.  Full stop.  Rather, the service is essential 
because this is the very reason for which God created us; this is the activity to which God has 
called us; and this is the service that God commands of us (to say nothing of the fact that it is 
simply the “reasonable” (rational, logical) service that we owe to the God who created us and 
saved us through his Son. Even so,  
 

4 As you come to [Jesus], a living stone rejected by men but in the sight of God chosen and 
precious, 5 you yourselves like living stones are being built up as a spiritual house, to be a 
holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. 1 
Peter 2:4–5 (ESV)  

 

In Christ it’s who we are, and it’s what we are meant to be doing with the life that God has so 
graciously given to us. 
 

Proclaiming the Excellencies… 
 

How?  Well, after his brief excursus on those who stumble 
 

8 …because they disobey the word, as they were destined to do. 1 Peter 2:8 (ESV)  
 

(which we will have to talk about on another occasion)  Peter tells us,  
 

9 But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, 



 

(these are descriptions of the church, folks; we are talking, “you are”—collectively—a “race”, a 
“priesthood”, even a “nation”),  
 

 a people for his own possession… 
 

(and again, here’s why—here’s how—you “offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through 
Jesus Christ”) 
 

you are…a people for his own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of 
him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light. 1 Peter 2:9 (ESV)  

 

And, proclaiming “the excellencies” of God?  That’s just another great definition of worship.  
We worship when we proclaim—when we preach, when we tell, when we announce broadly 
(when we announce to the world) by word and deed the excellencies “of him who called [us].”   
 

In this sense, worship has an evangelistic dimension.  We offer ourselves, we offer our 
praises, we offer up spiritual sacrifices to God through Jesus Christ, and in so doing we 
proclaim—we tell abroad, we announce to all the world—the excellency—the perfection—of 
the character of God.   
 

Now, I don’t want to dwell on this, but if you are reading from the NIV it says, “declare the 
praises”, which is not wrong, but we tend to think of praise as something that is directed almost 
exclusively upward, and only accidentally sideways; “God, you are awesome, your grace is 
amazing, your love is… (let’s go with) steadfast.”  In that way, praise could be though of as a 
conversation that I have with God, and God (being God) could hear me, even if I just spoke in 
my heart.  God could do that.   
 

But Peter is talking about something more.  Peter is talking about worship—he is talking 
about praise—as a conversation that the church has simultaneously with God and with the 
world.  We proclaim the excellencies, we declare the praise of God, and, like a lamp on the 
stand, or a city on a hill, we do it in such a way that the world can see and hear.   
 

Let me put it this way.  True worship, worship in spirit and truth, begins in the heart—if we 
attempt to honor God with our lips when our hearts are from him, then we have not honored 
God at all.  True worship always begins in the heart, but it never ends there.  True worship 
may spring from private devotion (indeed, true worship must spring from private, internal 
devotion), but true devotion cannot remain private.  We cannot honor God with our lips when 
our hearts are far from him, but we cannot honor God “in our hearts” if our lives are far from 
him.  We honor God—we worship God—when we proclaim (in word and deed) his excellency 
before the watching world. 
 

Relevant Church 
 

It’s only in this way that the church can ever hope to be relevant to God, and it is only when we 
are relevant to God that we will be relevant, and fulfill our mission in this world. 
 

This is our answer to all things; global pandemic, the wholesale slaughter of unborn 
children in the name of personal autonomy, peaceful and sometimes violent protest, and even 
the persecution of the people of God around the world.  In the face of it all, we stand and 



proclaim the excellent character of the God who called us out of darkness.  In the face of it all, 
we openly declare the praise of the One who has brought us into his marvelous light.  In the 
face of it all, we proclaim before God and to the world, the kingdom, the power, and the glory 
of the living God. 
 

What does this mean, practically speaking?  What does it look like?  Well, I’ve said this so 
often lately that it might be redundant, but I’m going to say it again anyway.  It means that we 
do not cave in to fear in the face of COVID-19 or any other physical affliction for that matter.  It 
means that when we are confronted by all the scary, depressing realities of a fallen world, “we 
declare with joy and trust: Our world belongs to God!” (and much of what follows is taken 
directly from the contemporary testimony of the CRC) 
 

It means that we declare openly that all “Life is a gift from God’s hand, who created all 
things.” And, “Receiving this gift thankfully, with reverence for the Creator, we protest and 
resist all that harms, abuses, or diminishes the gift of life, whether by abortion, pollution, 
gluttony, addiction, or foolish risks.  Because it is a sacred trust, we treat all life with awe and 
respect, especially when it is most vulnerable—whether growing in the womb, touched by 
disability or disease, or drawing a last breath.” 
 

It means that when we hear the challenge implicit in a statement like “Black Lives Matter”, 
we listen, and we listen with grace and humility, grieving “that the church, which shares one 
Spirit, one faith, one hope, and spans all time, place, race, and language, has become a 
broken communion in a broken world.”   
 

It means that racism is never OK.  It is sin, plain and simple.  It is sin in its overt forms.  It is 
sin in its subtleties.  It is sin when a white police officer treats a black man differently than he 
would treat a white man under the same circumstances.  It is sin when we speak (or even 
think) of people in our own community who speak with a different accent and whose skin is a 
shade darker as “those people”, and if we should think that way about our brothers and sisters 
who share this building with us… that too is sin.  So, “When we struggle for the truth of the 
gospel and for the righteousness God demands, we pray for wisdom and courage,” and “When 
our pride or blindness hinders the unity of God’s household, we seek forgiveness.” 
 

It means that “We obey God first,” although “we respect the authorities that rule, for they 
are established by God.”  It means that instead of criticizing and tearing them down, “we pray 
for our rulers, and we work to influence governments—resisting them only when Christ and 
conscience demand,” and that “we are thankful for the freedoms enjoyed by citizens of many 
lands,” even as “we grieve with those who live under oppression, and we seek for them the 
liberty to live without fear. 
 

It also means that “Our hope for a new creation is not tied to what humans can do, for we 
believe that one day every challenge to God’s rule will be crushed.  His kingdom will fully 
come, and the Lord will rule… On that day we will see our Savior face to face, sacrificed Lamb 
and triumphant King, just and gracious.  He will set all things right, judge evil, and condemn the 
wicked.”  But “We face that day without fear, for the Judge is our Savior, whose shed blood 
declares us righteous.  We live confidently, anticipating his coming, offering him our daily 
lives—our acts of kindness, our loyalty, and our love—knowing that he will weave even our 
sins and sorrows into his sovereign purpose.” 



 

“Even so, come Lord Jesus.”  Our world belongs to you. 
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