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Living Stones

This guy, Plutarch, was a Greek-Roman biographer who published more than 200 works
describing life in the Greek and then the Roman world. You’ve probably heard of his most
famous work, a Roman gladiator named Spartacus, who led a slave revolt in 73-71 BC. Lots of
movies have been made about that. Plutarch also wrote prolifically about the Spartan city-state,
which dominated Greece between the 6th and 3rd centuries BC.  

In one of his works Plutarch wrote about a famous Spartan King named Agesilaus, who boasted
to a visiting monarch about the walls protecting Sparta, even though Sparta had no fortifications.
The visiting king looked around, and, seeing no walls, he pressed Agesilaus, "Where are these
walls about which you boast so much?" 

To answer the question, King Agesilaus, a small man lame from birth but with a towering
personality, pointed at his bodyguard of magnificent troops, and said,  "These, are the walls of
Sparta, every man a brick." 

One brick by itself is useless for anything but a bookend or paperweight.  A big pile of bricks
isn’t much better. Bricks are useful only when they are incorporated into some structure like a
fountain or a building wall. Our passage in the New Testament book of 1 Peter this morning uses
the imagery of individual stones built into a stone wall or edifice to describe followers of Christ.  

1 Peter 2:5 You also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house. 

It’s exactly the same point as the King of Sparta made.  Believers in Christ are strongest and
most useful when they are joined together with other believers.  The writer of 1 Peter, of course,
is the disciple who denied Jesus just before his crucifixion. After Jesus’ resurrection Jesus not
only forgave Peter but he commissioned him to play a major role in the establishment of the
church.  

Every movement or organization needs a leader and Jesus had earlier taken note of Peter’s
potential. Here is Matthew 16:13. 

Matthew 16:13 When Jesus came to the region of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his
disciples, "Who do people say the Son of Man is?" 14 They replied, "Some say John
the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets."  15
"But what about you?" he asked. "Who do you say I am?"  16 Simon Peter
answered, "You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God."  17 Jesus replied,
"Blessed are you, Simon (that was his birth name) son of Jonah, for this was not
revealed to you by flesh and blood, but by my Father in heaven.  18 And I tell you
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that you are Peter (I’m renaming you Peter – petros – it’s the Greek word for rock), and
on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it. 19 I
will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth will be
bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven."

So Peter spend the rest of his living out his nickname. It’s not surprising that he uses the rock
metaphor in a letter. It was perfect. Peter knew that by himself – as one rock, one brick – he
could not do much of lasting value for Jesus. In fact, no one can accomplish much alone.  Peter
needed other rocks who were as committed to building the kingdom of God as he was. 

So he writes this letter and he addresses it to Christians, who are not exactly rock-like.  They
were wavering their commitment to Christ because life was tough. It was not easy to be a Christ
follower in the Roman empire. Christians were singled out for scorn, for persecution, for
oppression. Peter acknowledges that in the opening sentence of his letter.   

1 Peter 1:1 Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, To God's elect, exiles (foreigners,
immigrants, outsiders) scattered throughout the provinces of Asia Minor. 

He validated their pain but then he reminded them of what they have in Christ as he urged them
not to give up. Verse 13

1 Peter 1:13 Therefore, with minds that are alert and fully sober, set your hope on
the grace to be brought to you when Jesus Christ is revealed at his coming. 14 As
obedient children, do not conform to the evil desires you had when you lived in
ignorance. 15 But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy in all you do; 16 for it
is written: "Be holy, because I am holy."

Two weeks ago Jonathan Martin preached a powerful message titled, “What Me Holy?” If you
missed it, you should go to our website and listen to it. You may be surprised to hear in
Jonathan’s message holiness is not beyond your reach.. 

Last week Joel covered verse 22, where Peter says, now that you have purified yourselves (you
have become holy) love one another deeply from the heart. As we open the second chapter today
Peter will take the “love one another” command in verse 22 and make it intensely practical. Look
at 1 Peter 2, verse 1.

1 Peter 2:1 Therefore, (because you are committed to loving each other from the heart)
Therefore, rid yourselves of all malice and all deceit, hypocrisy, envy, and slander of
every kind.

Rid yourselves – it’s the verb used of taking off a coat. Get rid of these things – separate yourself
from them. He says that because apparently these small groups of believers he’s writing to had
come to tolerate certain sins just like Christians today tend to tolerate them. 
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It’s like we have two lists of sins. The biggies like murder, stealing, sexual sin, embezzlement
and then there are sins so common among Christians – in churches – that we kind of wink and
sigh at them. “Yes, we have a couple gossipers. Doesn’t every church? We have some people
who are prone to stretching the truth but that’s just the way it is.” We know it really shouldn’t be
this way but...” and then we go on to explain why we’re willing to live with the sin. 

Peter says, “Wait a minute you guys. These sins are not just “the way it is in churches”. These
sins are...sinful. They are completely out of place for Christians. That’s why Peter writes “cast
them off” or “put them away.”  See, Peter knows what Satan knows. 

# As long as Christians tolerate “lesser sins” the church will not be strong and the kingdom
of God will not advance.  

Keep church people preoccupied with these “minor sins” so they can’t really come together in
any meaningful way. These five sins are literally church killers and many of you are all too
familiar with them. That’s why Peter writes, 

1. Rid yourselves of all malice – malice is a strong word. It’s that secret but deep desire to cause
someone pain, injury, or distress. It’s the grudge carried for a long time. Sometimes it spans
generations. Wait. In churches? Are you kidding me? Yes, in churches. Malice a killer! Get rid of
all malice. 

#2. Rid yourselves of all deceit. This is not just outright lies but also half-truths and spin. It’s
using fancy words to mask the truth. John Piper shared a shocking article about abortion written
by a pastor in Flagstaff, Arizona. 

Existence is not only good it is holy. Seeing life in the broadest possible context requires
the use of symbols. Symbolic thinking leads to God-consciousness, for it opens ways of
thinking in interconnected patterns. Literal thinking, on the other hand, leads to isolation,
away from spirituality, away from community, for it does not utilize the full range of
skills needed to practice stewardship of Earth. (I have no idea what he just said but it sure
sounded good.) When abortion is viewed as a single act, as the destruction of a human
life, it fails to encompass the full range of symbols contained in the events surrounding
the pregnancy and their implications for building a God-like world. (Huh?)  For the literal
thinker, abortion is the death of a person, a preborn baby. 

now look at this next statement
For the spiritual person in full compassionate touch with the symbols of human
experience, abortion is part of God’s creation. Even if the person views abortion as a
death, death is part of creation and brings about the possibility of new life. The ending of
pregnancy in this context is to continue the cycle of regenerative life, for all molecular
structures are part of creation and do not end.
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Makes you want to throw up.  It’s deceitful. Taking a human life is not merely “symbolic
thinking.” This is false. Rid yourselves of all deceit – including deceitful teaching. 

 
Most of us know better than to lie to another person’s face but how about posting a picture on
Facebook or Snapchat – that communicates one thing when the truth is something else? Vacation
group picture all smiles - when you’ve done nothing but argue all day. How about telling a story
but conveniently leaving out certain facts to make yourself look better. Rid yourselves of all
deceit. Speak the truth.

# 3. Rid yourselves of all hypocrisy. Hypocrisy is pretending to be something you are not. Many
people object to Christianity because of hypocrisy they’ve observed in church or hypocrisy in
church history.  

How could the Roman church martial armies in the Crusades to slaughter millions in the name of
God? How could the church burn people at the stake in the Inquisition? What about the witch
trials in Europe that killed between 40-60,000 women in the 16th and 17th centuries? And how
could American churches condone and defend the institution of slavery? Hypocrisy.

Physicist Steven Weinberg cynically quipped, “Bad people will do bad things, but for good
people to do bad things—that takes religion.” 

When someone brings up hypocrisy in the church all I can say is, “Yes, you are right.” That is
hypocrisy but it’s not okay according to the Bible.  “Rid yourself of all hypocrisy.” 

#4.  Rid yourselves of all envy (jealousy).  Envy has been called the “favorite indoor sport” of
churches. It comes from comparing yourself or your situation with someone else.  Someone in
the church has a better house so you wallow in self-pity. Someone else appears to have a better
marriage. Someone is getting recognition. You did the same thing and nobody praised you. 
Somebody has abilities you wish you had. People with low self-esteem are especially vulnerable
to envy.

(The half-brother of Jesus wrote in James 3:16) For where you have envy and selfish
ambition, there you find disorder and every evil practice.

Remove envy and selfish ambition and most problems in churches go away. Get rid of all envy. 

#5.  Rid yourselves of all slander. That’s evil speech of every kind. Passing on rumors, false
charges, misrepresentations which damage another person’s reputation. It’s listening to gossip
and not standing up against it. It’s saying something about a person that you would not say to
them. 

Take a list at this whole list one more time. Let’s personalize it. Which of these sins have been a
struggle for you? Which are your prone to? Which have you excused because “that’s just the way
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people are?”  Which of these have wounded you or your loved ones? Which has most damaged
your church relationships – and maybe even your relationship with God? 

The Bible does not tell us to learn to live with these sins because “everybody’s human.”
“Everybody has flaws.” It says “Rid yourselves of them.” Do whatever it takes to “take them off”
like you would a coat on a hot day. 

Having called out these common but destructive sins, Peter moves on to spiritual growth in verse
2. 

1 Peter 2:2 Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk (any parent who has lost
sleep with a newborn in the house understands this metaphor. Babies do crave milk and)
Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in
your salvation, 3 now that you have tasted that the Lord is good. 

He’s talking to people who have made a commitment to follow Christ – they know the Lord is
good – but they’re not making spiritual growth a priority. 

Where does spiritual growth rank in your life priorities? Spiritual growth happens when you get
involved in the lives of others. When you commit to serving in Young Life, Adorned in Grace,
Sanctuary Inn or at a Pregnancy Resource Center.  When you participate actively in a small
group, when you teach Sunday school, when you volunteer at Youth Group, when you rub
shoulders with others setting up for Sunday services. 

Apparently, Peter’s readers were not serving because they were not growing. Instead, they were
withdrawing into self-pity. I know how old pain and suffering can get. When you are hurting it’s
easy to obsess on one question: “How can I make my life less painful?” But it’s the wrong
question. Relieving pain is not God’s highest priority. Never has been. God sent his Son to
endure unimaginable pain for the good of others. Why would it be different for us?

Instead of asking how you can make life easier, you should be asking “how can I make the most
of life?” Given what God has given me – my assets, my time, my singleness, my marriage, my
gifts, my pain and my suffering, how can I best glorify God? Now verses 4-5. 

1 Peter 2:4 As you come to him, the living Stone-- rejected by humans but chosen by
God and precious to him-- 5 you also, like living stones, are being built into a
spiritual house (a bunch of living stones together) to be a holy priesthood, offering
spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.

Let me make five observations. 

1.   Meaningful life starts with “coming to him.”  As you come to him, the Living Stone...

All through the Bible people are told to “come near” or “draw near to God.” In 
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Leviticus 9:5 They took the things Moses commanded to the front of the tent of
meeting, and the entire assembly came near and stood before the LORD.

Hebrews urges us to “draw near to God” in prayer. 

Hebrews 4:16 Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we
may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.

God does not force people to love and trust him. That is our choice. It’s a wise choice but not an
easy one for some people because it means giving up control. It means living to please God and
to glorify him instead of ourselves. 

Which leads to the second observation. 

#2 If you “come near to God” you can expect to suffer rejection – just like Jesus. Not
everyone will be happy with your decision to follow Christ. It’s important to say that up
front. 

Christ suffered rejection because he lived out of step with the world and verse 5 begins, “you
also.”  Just like Christ, as Christians we are to live out of step with the world, which will lead to
rejection.

#3 It’s worth being rejected to be chosen of God and precious to Him.  

When you are rejected for trusting Christ remember that you are “chosen by God” and you are
“precious to him.” You are safe. You are secure. You are right where God wants you. Chosen by
God. Precious to him. 

#4 Living stones are most useful when joined to other living stones in a spiritual house. 

This is Jesus’ idea of church – a joyful, exhilarating, meaningful, satisfying, comforting, caring,
serving group of living stones – all making spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God. It turns out we
do have a church building at Cornerstone. It's right here in 1 Peter.  God takes a bunch of living
stones and he shapes and fits them together to make a strong and beautiful church built on Christ,
the one and only Cornerstone.

#5 When you submit to Him, God takes primary responsibility for your spiritual
growth. 

That might be surprising to you. Look at verse 5. If we were to simplify the sentence into a 
subject and verb it would read, “You...are being built.” Notice that the verb is passive. Who is
most responsible for your spiritual growth? The answer we normally give is you are. It’s up to
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you to make sure you are growing but that’s not true. It says God is the one most concerned for
the spiritual growth of living stones yielded to him.  

Next week I’ll talk much more about the priesthood of all believers in God’s spiritual house so
I’m going to leave the rest of verse 5 for next Sunday. 

In verse 6, Peter connects the image of Christ the living stone with a prophecy from Isaiah

1 Peter 2:6 For in Scripture it says: "See, I lay a stone in Zion, a chosen and
precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame."  7
Now to you who believe, this stone is precious. But to those who do not believe, "The
stone the builders rejected has become the cornerstone,"  8 and, "A stone that
causes people to stumble and a rock that makes them fall." They stumble because
they disobey the message-- which is also what they were destined for.

Jesus quoted that same passage in Matthew 21 and sure enough the Pharisees, who rejected
Jesus, stumbled over the Cornerstone. 

Mat 21:42 Jesus (questioned by chief priests and Jewish elders) said to them, "Have
you never read in the Scriptures: "'The stone the builders rejected has become the
cornerstone; the Lord has done this, and it is marvelous in our eyes'?  43 "Therefore
I tell you that the kingdom of God will be taken away from you (can you imagine the
Pharisees hearing those words?) It will be taken away from you and given to a people
(Gentiles) who will produce its fruit.  44 Anyone who falls on this stone (the
Cornerstone) will be broken to pieces; anyone on whom it falls will be crushed."  (A
reference to future judgment.) 45 When the chief priests and the Pharisees heard
Jesus' parables, they knew he was talking about them.  46 They looked for a way to
arrest him,

The choice that the Pharisees made to reject the Cornerstone doomed themselves, which leads to
two final thoughts. 

 
• Noone who rejects the Cornerstone can win. God designed human life. He has a

purpose for every human life. He knows our fallen condition and our need for a Savior so
he provided that Savior. No person has the power to overrule God. There is no Plan B. No
one choose their own destiny. No one has the power of ultimate self-determination. No
one can frustrate or improve on God’s plan. God will have the final word. 

 
• Noone who believes and trusts in the Cornerstone can lose. If you believe on this

stone—if you trust him and bank your future on him – you will never be disappointed in
him. Jesus will never let you down. Others might, but not Jesus.

If there was some way never to be disappointed or a way never to be ashamed, wouldn't you want
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to know that way? Peter says: the way is to trust what Jesus will be for you as God's "chosen and
precious corner stone." God says, "You cannot lose. You cannot be disappointed.”
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