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 I can’t help but think it providential, that after committing ourselves last Sunday to make the sacrifices necessary to build with stone and mortar, our text this week from I Peter reminds us that we are living stones.

We are living stones being built into a spiritual house, like the tabernacle in Moses’ day or the temple in Solomon’s day.  We are not a place where God receives worship but a people from whom he receives it.
What makes this possible is the sacrifice Christ has offered for us.  He offered himself for you so you could take your place alongside him, a fellow priest alongside his high priest, and offer your own spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God.
The phrase “spiritual sacrifices” is meant to contrast with animal sacrifices.  “Spiritual sacrifices” is not meant to contrast with what is immaterial or non-physical, not when Paul in Philippians 4 referred to the sacrificial giving of the church as “a fragrant offering, an acceptable sacrifice, pleasing to God.”  

The phrase speaks of sacrifices that result from the Holy Spirit’s work in a Christian’s life.
I speak of the timing of our decision last week and our text this week as providential.  Several years ago, when our daughter church, Faith Presbyterian in Olney, made the challenging commitment to build, it was precisely this text that was the theme of their effort to do so.
I remember how Peter’s words affirmed that congregation, and I hope as well will affirm us this morning.

What have we resolved to do with the Lord’s help?  The simple answer is:  To expand this house of Christian worship, to make it more accessible, and yes, to rehabilitate our physical presence in Wheaton so people see that this place of Christian worship is open and welcoming, and hear to stay.  
Here is a related question:  Why have we resolved to stay here?  With other churches and a major Christian school moving northward, why not become part of a trend?  It can feel reassuring to follow a trend.
Again, the simple answer is to retain in this community the unmistakable Christian testimony of a church devoted to Christ where that devotion is principally evident in worship.

If we are to take Peter’s words to heart, when he uses the Old Testament’s language of sacrifice, priesthood and temple to portray the calling of Christians together and to Christ, we must conclude worship is the most important work and the greatest privilege we have as Christians on this earth.

Today there is by no means universal agreement on this among believers.  For some it is social justice, for others mercy ministry, for others missions, for others evangelism, for others fellowship in smaller groups or larger gatherings.

Aren’t all these things important?  Sure, they are all biblical priorities.  So why must we prioritize and say one is more important than all others? That is a fair question, and the answer is because worship is most important.  When we lose the focus we compromise our mission and obscure what we are doing and why.
The great work of eternity will be worship.  All that is taking place now is preparation for that.  The aim of missions is to multiply true worshippers throughout the world.  The goal in evangelism is that people repent and believe in Christ, to join Thomas in bowing before him, “My Lord, and my God.”  
“But the hour is coming, and now is, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth; for the Father is seeking such to worship Him.” (John 4:23)

To this end, Jesus came from the Father, offered himself on the cross, rose on your behalf, and intercedes for you constantly.  To this end he pours within us the Holy Spirit so his desire for us becomes our desire for him.

Yet to say worship is most important because it is the end of all Christian endeavor is to say to little.  Worship is not only the end, it is the beginning of all Christian endeavor.
From the worship and adoration of God, there springs passion for missions, and determination to evangelize.  

From rehearsing in our praises the goodness, justice and righteousness of God, there is born in us conviction to right wrongs, oppose evil and bring reform. 

From loving Christ for the sacrifice he made for us comes our commitment to sacrifice for him.

From rejoicing in his mercy toward us comes the inner freedom to show mercy toward others.
From the midst of Christ loving, soul searching, even heart rending worship, we say “yes” to God, make promises, enter into vows, confess, repent and resolve to live differently.

All that is best ends in worship.  All that is best begins in worship.  All that is best we offer to God as worship.  
No wonder Peter portrays worship as the chief work of the church; and as the chief work, so worth our sacrifice to expand and multiply worship in the community where God has put us.  He has given us the opportunity.  He has blessed us with means.  The means is the willingness of your own heart to live sacrificially for Christ.
The application of this message, however, is not to our commitment to build with bricks and mortar, but rather to that more fundamental commitment without which no other matters:  

· To grow into a spiritual house; 

· To live as God’s chosen people;

· To serve as his royal priesthood.

· To proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of the darkness and into his marvelous light.  

We can pay people to pour concrete.  We can hire people to take stone by stone, and mortar them together to create a structure that is strong and solid, unmoved by the elements.

But it is just not possible for you or me to hire someone to be that living stone that you and I are called to be.  To be that living stone – to take our place alongside others, to assume and bear responsibility, to remain unmoved by the storms and waves of falsehood and fear, to endure as the pillar and support of God’s truth -  is uniquely a calling I cannot transfer to another.
No one makes the commitment to live this way because of the cleverness of an appeal or the winsomeness of others.  To be a living stone – rock solid, weight bearing, reliable – comes directly as a result of your relationship to Christ.  Let me illustrate.

When I read Jesus’ words:  “You are the light of the world…a city set on a hill…a lamp on a lamp stand,” I feel many different things at once.

I feel the joy and privilege of being singled out to live for Christ.   Mostly I feel the incredible responsibility.  I feel overwhelmed and inadequate and sometimes fearful.  If people are supposed to look at my life and see Christ and hear Christ, I am in trouble, because I am not him.  Perhaps I am missing something really important.
Then I read Jesus’ testimony: “I am the light of the world,” and my perspective changes.  On the one hand all this erases all doubt, doesn’t it?  I am supposed to be like him. I am the light of the world; he is the light of the world.  I also know that as the light of the world, Jesus is my light, my Savior.  I know he knows I cannot live up to who he is.  So for me to be the light of the world could never be a matter of me pushing me by guilt or fear to be what I cannot be.  
The only way we can be the light of the world is by drawing near to him who is the light and staying near.  This is a matter of consistent heartfelt worship guided by God’s Word.  Because the nearer we draw to him together, the more brightly and clearly we will reflect him.  

In our passage today, I find the only other occasion in the New Testament when we are told that Jesus is something and we are called to be that thing, too.  

He is “the living stone rejected by men but chosen by God and precious” – and because he is, we also in the same breath are called “living stones”.  

In fact the start of verse 5 is emphatic about this.  It literally reads, “even you yourselves as living stones are being built…”
If you look at the start of verse 4, you read the premise behind the assurance:  “As you draw near to him.”

The closer you draw to the Light of the world, the more light you become.  The nearer you draw to the living Stone, the more you become like him, a living stone yourself:  Able to withstand the rejection of men for the joy of identifying with Christ and offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to him.

There is no question drawing near to him refers to worship.  In fact it is a quote from the LXX of Psalm 34:5:  “Those who draw near to him are radiant.”

I don’t have to tell you that worship is not a matter of showing up.  It is a matter of drawing near.  It is not the result of renovation, it is the result of renewal.

We have committed ourselves, Lord willing, to renovate a lot of things around here.  These improvements will have lasting significance if they parallel our own resolve to grow spiritually. 

Here is a goal for this next year:  That improvements made to this facility reflect the growth we have experienced in Christ, that the new usefulness, beauty and durability of this place reflect our own renewed devotion to our Savior.
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