1 Peter 2:4-5

How was Peter seeing things?

Peter was, of course, a Jew, and would understandably write from that viewpoint, in part.  But Peter was also exposed to Gentile (non-Jewish culture) in his earlier years, and increasingly from the time recorded in Acts 10 onward.  Peter had about two decades of greater exposure to Gentile culture since his Acts 10 experience in Caesarea at the home of Cornelius.  Writings outside of Scripture indicate that he may have spent substantial time in Antioch prior to writing 1 Peter.  His reading audience was mostly Gentile (non-Jewish), of Greek cultural and language background, with a significant number of Hellenistic
 Jewish readers, present in that area since about the year 200 BC, when they were moved there from the area around Babylon.

Stones, buildings, & houses

Jews, especially those with stronger connections to Jerusalem, would be well aware that the temple in Jerusalem had been undergoing upgrades since 20 BC (under Herod the Great) until about the time of Peter’s writing this letter. – over 80 years.  You will recall that the disciples were so impressed that they brought the stones to Christ’s attention:

Matthew 24:1-2 (NASU)

Jesus came out from the temple and was going away when His disciples came up to point out the temple buildings to Him. 2 And He said to them, "Do you not see all these things? Truly I say to you, not one stone here will be left upon another, which will not be torn down."

Peter, of course, would have been among the disciples who said and heard these things
.  Between Peter’s own home in Capernaum (Matthew 8:14), and having been in many others, he was also well aware of the construction of houses in his time.  Stone was a substantial building material in Judea and in the area where Peter’s readers lived.  In larger buildings and structures, stone was even used for construction of roofs and archways. 

Foundation stones were especially critical building elements in biblical times, with the chief cornerstone being particularly important for establishing level and building orientation.  Chief cornerstones were carefully selected, formed and placed – often with great pomp, ceremony, and even associated ‘time capsules’.  The quality of foundation stones was very critical, since degradation of a foundation stone would threaten the stability and integrity of the entire structure.  These points of building construction would be well understood among both Jews and Gentiles.  Peter’s reference to these building practices and elements would convey spiritual truths, and would be well founded in both Old Testament and New Testament writings as well, as we will soon see. The ‘building’ theme is carried from verses 4 through verse 8.  We will address verses 4 and 5 this morning, leaving 6 through 8 for next Sunday.

Priesthoods & sacrifices

The Old Testament provided substantial instructions to the Jews about how the priesthood was to be maintained and about how sacrifices were to be made, all centered around the physical temple in Jerusalem.  Most of this divine guidance is found in the books of Moses from Exodus to Deuteronomy.  The Gentiles had temples and priesthoods and sacrifices as well.  These had points of commonality with the Jewish customs, as well as some very sharp contrasts.  It was the points of contrast that brought pious Jews to great disgust over Gentile customs.  But there were enough points of commonality between Jewish and Gentile customs that Peter’s reference to priesthoods and sacrifices in today’s passage would communicate significantly with his Gentile readers as well:

· Temples were considered holy by the priesthood and the adherents – set apart for a sacred purpose.  The temple’s construction was done with multiple careful considerations.  Acceptance and rejection of critical building materials was a major element of temple construction.

· Priests were those who were qualified to approach a deity, having qualities similar to the temple and sacrifices: holy and acceptable

· Sacrifices that were acceptable were viewed as making a deity look upon the offeror favorably

Jewish readers, of course, would think not of ‘a deity’, but ‘the deity’, the God of Israel.  New Testament authors often made this distinction about the uniqueness of the God of Scripture in their own writings by using words like:

· ‘The God’ (typically not carried over in our English translations, e.g., Ephesians 2:4)

· ‘The God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ’ (Ephesians 1:3; 1 Peter 1:3)

· ‘The only… God’ (1 Timothy 1:17; Jude 25)

Having these insights in mind, let’s begin to take a look at today’s passage.

1 Peter 2:4 (NASU)

And coming to Him as to a living stone which has been rejected by men, but is choice and precious in the sight of God, 
Peter wrote, ‘and coming to Him’ based upon the message of verse 3: ‘…if you have tasted the kindness of the Lord.’  He wrote about the believers continuing to come to Him - the Lord – in the typically style in which Peter wrote: a present action in progress.  This is not a reference to coming to the Lord at salvation, but a continuous coming to Him, since we have an established relationship with Him because of His most amazing grace.  Look at how the author of Hebrews used this same Greek word (proserchomai), translated above as ‘coming’:

Hebrews 4:16 (NASU)

Therefore let us draw near (proserchomai) with confidence to the throne of grace, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.

Hebrews 10:19-22 (NASU)

Therefore, brethren, since we have confidence to enter the holy place by the blood of Jesus, 20 by a new and living way which He inaugurated for us through the veil, that is, His flesh, 21 and since we have a great priest over the house of God, 22 let us draw near (proserchomai),with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water.

A similar message, with different Greek words and images, was given in Romans 8:15, Galatians 4:6, Ephesians 2:18, among other New Testament passages.  

“as to a living stone”
Peter will use the building analogy, with a brief but related detour in verse 5, from here into verse 8.  Christ (‘Him’) - is the ‘living stone’.  Christ was, in fact, the “Chief Cornerstone” which was rejected by the builders (Psalm 118:22), as He Himself quoted to the Sanhedrin (Matthew 21:42), and Peter also quoted to them again in Acts 4:11.

Peter has emphasized the word ‘living’, having used it now for the third time, and soon will have used it again:

· a living hope (1 Peter 1:3) 

· the living word of God (1 Peter 1:23)

· living stone (1 Peter 2:4)(
· living stones (1 Peter 2:5)

The lack of the definite article before ‘living’ places the emphasis upon the character of being alive.  Peter and the other proclaimed that Christ was alive (Ephesians 2:5; Revelation 1:18).  But Peter puts together an oxymoron for the sake of illustration, adapted from several Old Testament passages which referred to God as a foundation (such as Deuteronomy 32:4, 15, 18, 30-31; Psalm 18:2, 31, 46; 62:2, 6).  What Peter added and adapted was that Jesus Christ was a foundation (so that Christ is viewed as deity) and that He was the foundation for the church as well – something not revealed in the Old Testament.

“which has been rejected by men”
 The Greek word translated “rejected” is in the perfect tense.  It was both a full rejection and a continuing rejection.  Again Peter does not use the definite article before ‘men’ (anthropos), so the emphasis is not upon certain specific men, but upon mankind – those characterized as human.  This is Peter’s characterization of the broad view of humankind, that is, they have rejected Christ and continue to do so.

“but is choice and precious in the sight of God”

God certainly views things differently, doesn’t He?  The broad view of mankind is to reject Christ.  God not only does not reject Him, but values Him as choice and precious.  The words ‘in the sight of God’ are found in the writings of Luke, Paul and Peter, and convey not only that God sees things but how God sees things, including His assessment of value and His sense of pleasure in them.  We gained God’s viewpoint about Christ from this event early in Christ’s earthly ministry:

Matthew 3:16-17 (NASU)

After being baptized, Jesus came up immediately from the water; and behold, the heavens were opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending as a dove and lighting on Him, 17 and behold, a voice out of the heavens said, " This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well-pleased."

1 Peter 2:5 (NASU)

you also, as living stones, are being built up as a spiritual house for a holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.

Unlike any stones here on earth, however impressive, the believers are said to be ‘living stones’.  Peter ‘paints a picture with words’, describing the believers as part of the spiritual building, a temple, which is spiritually alive.  It has many key elements of a temple:

· It is holy – set aside for a sacred purpose

· It is a place where God dwells

· It is a place where people come to have personal contact with God

· It is a place of sacrifice

Did you notice that Peter implies that each one is a ‘living stone’ individually?  That together these individual stones are ‘living stones’?  In the pagan realm, the devotees only hoped to get the god’s attention.  The pagan gods were not ordinarily interested in the affairs of humans unless attracted by reason of some sacrifice or action or edifice designed to draw the god’s favor and attention.  In biblical faith, the one and only God is intimately interested in you – individually.  You are ‘a living stone’ because you have been made to be in Christ (1 Corinthians 1:30)., because you have been made to have His history.  Peter does not say these last couple of things, but in order to call Christ ‘a living stone’ and the believers ‘living stones’, that implies an intimacy and identity with Christ.  

In spite of the individual implications for each believer, the together aspect is not incidental nor optional.  Because the living stones are not only plural, but they are being built up as a spiritual house.  The living stones have ongoing significance as they are being built up into that spiritual house.  It is interesting that Peter never used the word ‘church’ (ekkelesia), but as he did here, he used illustrations to describe the church. 

Then Peter shifted from the ‘building’ illustration to the ‘holy priesthood’ illustration, yet still described ‘the church’. Peter did not seem to intend some separation between the spiritual house and the holy priesthood, but shifts between them as illustrations of the same body of believers.  Those who are livings stones being built up into a spiritual building are also a holy priesthood.  A holy priesthood has access to God, and represents God before others.  Each priest represents himself to God and also each other.

Peter’s choice of words for ‘priesthood’ is rare, as hierateuma was used only in 1 Peter 2:5,9 in the New Testament and in the Greek Old Testament version of Exodus 19:6 and 23:22.  This is likely because he drew upon the specific passages in the Greek Old Testament that had that specific word.

“to offer up spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ”

Peter moved from illustrating the body of Christ - the church – as a holy priesthood to the holy priesthood offering spiritual sacrifices.  What are spiritual sacrifices?

Romans 12:1 (NASU)

Therefore I urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship.

Hebrews 13:15-16 (NASU) 

Through Him then, let us continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that give thanks to His name. 16 And do not neglect doing good and sharing, for with such sacrifices God is pleased.

Notice that these verses communicate either individually or redundantly that:

· Spiritual sacrifices are living and active (like the word of God, Hebrews 4:12).

· Spiritual sacrifices are holy, acceptable, and pleasing to God.

· Spiritual sacrifices are offered through Jesus Christ (who is holy, acceptable, and pleasing to God).

Both the ‘living stones’ illustration and the ‘holy priesthood’ illustration imply permanence and longevity, rather than an occasional role.  Believers are not occasionally part of the body of Christ nor do they have a holy role with special access to God just once in a while.  They are part of the body of Christ from the time each one believes and is saved on into eternity.  The believer serves before God from the time of belief on into eternity.  Both are by Jesus Christ.  Were it not for Him none of this would have come about, and His role and accomplishments in His 1st coming were the basis for His relationship with and fellowship with the church for all eternity.

� Hellenistic: of Greek cultural and language influence.


� See UCLA Urban Simulation Team website for many simulations in and around the temple in Jerusalem: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ust.ucla.edu/ustweb/Projects/israel.htm" ��http://www.ust.ucla.edu/ustweb/Projects/israel.htm�
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