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The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, To God's elect, strangers in the world, scattered throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia, who have been chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, through the sanctifying work of the Spirit, for obedience to Jesus Christ and sprinkling by his blood:  Grace and peace be yours in abundance.

This morning I’d like us to begin with an assignment.  It will only take two minutes.  Simply write down on your bulletin the answer to this question:  Who are you?

Begin your answer by writing:  “I am...”  You can’t include your name.  If you’re next to someone who can’t write, perhaps you can help them think about their answer.  You have two minutes.  God
...Time’s up.  Let me ask, did any of you include in your answer:  “I am a man or woman, a boy or girl?...How about, “a father or mother?”...a human being?...a creature?...educated?...American, African, Korean?...Christian?”

Did any of you include, I am content?...thankful?...happy?

Did any of you say, I am tired?...stressed?...anxious?...
Did any of you say, “I am loved?...fearfully and wonderfully made?...forgiven,...gifted by God?”
What was the first thing you called to mind when I asked, “Who are you?”  Could it be described as something hopeful or fearful, full of faith or doubt, something positive or discouraging?
This is not self-help Sunday at Atonement.  There is a good reason to ask these questions, and here it is.
What you believe about yourself – I mean, really believe – the words or image you most immediately call to mind when you think of yourself, shapes your life.
What you believe about who you are determines how you respond to people, to opportunities, to challenge, to adversity.  How you handle and respond to all these things, shapes your life like nothing else.
Take your response to adversity.  There is bitterness.  Bitterness is the poison we swallow hoping to hurt someone else.

There is unbelief.  Unbelief is the bitterness we swallow when we are angry at God.
There is hope.  Hope raises us above hardships in our present to find strength in the good of our future.
There is faith.  Faith leads us to advance toward that future. 

How you see yourself determines how you respond.  Whether there is bitterness, unbelief, hope or faith really depends on who you are in relation to Christ, the Savior. 
Which is why Peter opened his first letter the way he did.  If I had to come up with one word for the subject of this epistle, it would be suffering.  

Peter was writing churches in what is today Turkey, in towns and cities far from Rome, which is where he was.  He knew official attitudes had turned against Christians.  He will refer to Rome as Babylon, the world empire set against God’s people.  He was aware of suffering already under way and knew that for these believers, much worse lie ahead.  

So he writes to strengthen them for what they face.  He will call them trials.  He will stress that trials are not only normal but part of God’s plan.  He will explain why.  He will teach them how to respond to hostility and support each other.  He will assure them that their perseverance will have an impact and will lead to joy.

Yet Peter does not begin with any of these things.  He begins by reminding them of who they are, of what is most important about who they are.

No other New Testament epistle has such a lengthy or substantial salutation as I Peter.  None approaches the forty-five words we read here.  This does more than identify the readers.  It confers identity.
The salutation simply beings, “To God’s elect”, or “chosen”.  Everything else flows from that.  
You know most Christians struggle with this truth.  The reason is they think they must have and answer for every objection raised against it before they accept.  We don’t do this with the Trinity or the incarnation, but we do it with election.

The scripture’s answer to the objections consists mainly of directing our attention to the nature and character of God Himself, who has done the choosing.  There is no unrighteousness in him,  all his ways are good, and this is just as true of his ways and purposes which he has not revealed as it is of those he has revealed in his Word.
God has revealed something to Christians so they take it very personally.  You are a Christian because he has chosen to love you every way imaginable and in ways you cannot imagine.

You are the orphan he adopted.  You came to him because you were brought to him.  He arranged the whole thing.  You are so wanted.  If you call him anything less than “Father”, you underestimate his commitment to you.  As your Father, you can be sure of his determination to love you always.  He will give you your daily bread -- everything you need spiritually, physically, and personally.  He will be merciful to you and expect you to learn from him and forgive others.  He will protect you and rescue you.     
You are God’s chosen.  Everything flows from this.  Because you are God’s chosen, in this world, you are a sojourner (1). You feel it.  This is not your home.  You reside here, but it will never be home.  This is temporary.  By God’s design and purpose, you have another home and you long for it.  

The longer you live, the more you will feel like being on your way.  The more you will feel like Abraham looking for a city with foundations whose builder and maker is God.  Hebrews 11:13 tells us all the Old Testament saints felt this as they lived.  
Because you are God’s chosen, you do not experience life as others do.  You know there is so much more to life than this world offers.  You know that no matter what you face here, what lies ahead is so much greater and it is worth the price of the journey to get there
.
Do you see how important it is to know who you are?  In the midst of trials and hardships, you are a sojourner.  You are on your way.
Also, not only are you a sojourner in relation to earth, you are scattered in relation to heaven (1).  In the first century, the Jews were described as scattered, as a diaspora, because they were found throughout the world – away from Jerusalem.

Peter and James used this language to present Christians as God’s chosen people.  To this day, you are part of the diaspora of believers outward from heaven.  But we will all be gathered together.  
The Lord knows and you and loves you as his own just as much right now as ever in the future.  He knows every hair on your head, word on your lips, thought in your mind, question in your heart.

As one of the scattered, you may at times feel isolated or cut off from God because of the circumstances of your life.  You are still his chosen.  The last thing he would do is cut you off when his entire plan and purpose are to gather you.
This brings us to verse 2.  Because you are God’s chosen, you are entirely bound up with him.  He has bound himself to you Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
Listen to the reference to the triune God in this verse:  You “have been chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, through the sanctifying work of the Spirit, for obedience to Jesus Christ and sprinkling by his blood.”
Peter writes this to assure you.  God has so bound himself to you that your faith, no matter what your trials, adversity, or suffering, will never be a mistake.  
The text says you were foreknown by the Father.  To foreknow is not to foresee.  To foreknow means to know and love a person beforehand.  God’s love for you as a father had no beginning and will have no end.  It is love beyond measure.  Your faith in him will never be a mistake.
Further, your salvation will never be in doubt.  You were chosen, our text says, “through the sanctifying work of the Spirit.”
The Holy Spirit does not take vacations, go on strike, or take better offers.  You came to faith in Christ because he separated you out from the world and drew you to the Lord.  He continues in that mission this very moment.  He cannot be defeated and will not end his work until it is complete, and you stand with Christ face to face.  In the meantime, no matter what you face, the Spirit continues his unseen, unheard activity.  
Further still, you will always belong to the Lord.  He will always look upon you as his own.  Our text says God chose you for obedience to Jesus Christ – the obedience which is faith – and for sprinkling by his blood.

This last phrase recalls the making of the covenant on Sinai in Exodus 24 when the people pledged, “We will do everything the Lord has said:  we will obey.”  Then Moses sprinkled blood from a sacrifice, the blood of the covenant, on the people.  And with that they became, formally and officially, God’s people.

We associate blood sacrifice with the removal of sin, and well we should.  But it also signifies God’s claim on us, that he not only accepts us for his own, he claims us for his own.  We are his.  
Peter will write in 1:18, “For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed (purchased)...but with the precious blood of Christ.”  In 2:9, he will declare, “But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God...”

This is your identity and remains your identity.  This is who you are.  It is who you are.
It should come as no surprise that when Peter finally reaches the greeting, it is not the customary, “Grace and peace to you” that we read so often in Paul, but “Grace and peace to you in abundance.”

What is he saying?  Because you are God’s chosen, we establish this first off, before any consideration of the trials you face, that whatever you need to sustain you will be there for you when you need it and more besides. “Grace and peace to you in abundance.”

It is as true for you this morning as it was for first century believers in Turkey.  Because you are God’s chosen.
As such, you are a sojourner (1).  What lies ahead is so much greater than anything here, and it is worth the price of the journey to get there.
As part of God’s purpose, you are part of a great diaspora across the face of the earth.  But you will be gathered, and you are never forgotten.

And as God’s chosen, he has bound himself to you, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Your faith will never be mistake.  You salvation will never be in doubt.  You will always, always belong to him.
This is who you are.
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