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2nd Sunday after the Epiphany ~ January 14, 2007

A Life of Service

The text for this morning is our Epistle, 1 Peter 2:9-12, which has already been read. 

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!


This morning is the second Sunday in our three-week stewardship focus titled “Firstfruits Giving and Living.”  The theme for this morning is “A Life of Service.”


“What do you want to be when you grow up?”  Do you remember being asked this question when you were a kid?  Maybe, you adults are still asking yourself that question.  You’re still trying to figure it out yourself.  One thing’s for certain: if kids followed through on the answer they give when they’re 6 or 7, the world would be overrun with policemen, firemen, nurses, teachers, and cowboys.


There is another question that needs to be looked at and asked slightly differently.  It’s a question that I’ve found myself continually asking or praying throughout my life: “What do You, Lord, want me to be when I grow up?”


When you ask the Lord, “What do You, Lord, want me to be when I grow up?” you may hear the Lord answer it by telling you this: “I want you to be like My Son.  I want you to be a servant.  I want you to have a servant’s heart.  I want you to have a heart for other people.  I want you, as My servant, to serve others.”

Jesus was the ultimate servant.  He came to fulfill all righteousness, to do what was needed to be done for you and me, by His perfect life of service and obedience.  But the greatest fulfillment of His righteousness was His death on the cross where His blood was shed for you and me.  Because of His blood, we are cleansed of all of our unrighteousness.  We are reconciled to God!  

In baptism, you are marked and sealed, and made His own.  Yes, with the cross of Jesus Christ you were marked as one of the redeemed by Christ crucified.  In the waters of Holy Baptism you were sealed with His Holy Spirit for eternal life.  But you were also marked and sealed in your baptism for a life of serving, a life of service.  God has chosen you to be His servant even as He chose Jesus for His ministry for you and me through which we have salvation and enjoy eternal life.  

There are many ways in which you can serve God.  I could speak at length about many opportunities for service just here at Trinity: teaching Sunday School or VBS, cleaning, greeting, copying and folding newsletters and Sunday bulletins, singing in the choir, playing the organ, serving on the church council or various committees, just to name a few.  But perhaps the most important service you can offer to God is not here is this building, but out there in the world.  

God wants you to be a priest.  Yes, God has made you to be a priest!

St. Peter tells us: “God has made you are chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of Him who called you out of darkness into His wonderful light.”

To really understand what God means when He uses the idea of priesthood to describe His people you have to know what priests did in the Old Testament.  Their primary responsibility was to officiate at the sacrifices of God’s people.  Priest sacrifice.  Priests serve. 

In the New Testament Christ did away with the need for animal sacrifices when He became the one-time sacrifice for all people on the cross.  So when Jesus died, all the priests in the temple in Jerusalem were permanently unemployed.  They still ignorantly slaughtered sheep and doves for a few more years, much like a retiree who goes to work even after the company has said good-bye.  However, God was not impressed or pleased with those obsolete priests performing unnecessary acts.  He allowed Jerusalem to be destroyed in 70 A.D. just to prove it.

A new sacrifice—Jesus on the cross—had been made, which God accepted.  And for His sake, God also accepts those things we offer to Him out of faith as we carry out our daily vocations, our calling.  Anyone who offers himself (1 Peter 2:5), his body (Romans 12:1), his money (Philippians 4:18), or his praise (Hebrews 13:15) to God is a priest (1 Peter 2:5) making the New Testament sacrifice.  As all Christians make these sacrifices, all are called priests.

Priests in the Old Testament also talked to others when they confessed the faith.  So God’s people talk.  In 1 Peter 2:9, God tells the church that we are, among other things, a “royal priesthood” so we can “proclaim the praises of Him who called you out of darkness into His wonderful light.”  We talk to the world.  We proclaim.  “Proclaim” means that we announce, much as the narrator of a play announces to the audience what is going on.

As we carry out our daily obligations in our vocations out there in the real world, we narrate the story of Jesus.  The best way to talk about God is simply to relate the story of Jesus and explain how this story brings people into the light of God through the forgiveness of their sins.  Christians need to believe that when the story of Christ is proclaimed the power of God is at work.  Talking of Christ to others effectively brings them faith and forgiveness.

Christians also talk to the devil.  In Revelation, St. John quotes Exodus 19 where God promises that all His people will be priests and serve God.  Especially notable is Revelation 20:6 where God promises His church will reign with Christ over the devil for as long as the church endures as “priests of God and of Christ.”

Sometimes God’s people talk to the world; here we talk to the devil.  We say to the old evil foe that he has been conquered by Christ.  We rub his snout in his own defeat.  Every time we forgive our neighbor of sins he has committed against us or against God, we are speaking against Satan.  What a privilege—to speak Christ’s forgiveness to others!

Pastors pronounce absolution according to their vocation: “I as a called and ordained servant of the Lord forgive you all your sins.”  What pastors speak in their vocation, all priests do as well.  We forgive one another as Christ forgives us.  When we do, we reign over Satan.  The biblical image of “royal priesthood” is a wonderful image.

“Okay,” you say, “I’m a priest.  But what does that mean?  How do I carry out this responsibility and privilege on a daily basis?”

There’s an old saying that you hear every once in awhile: “Laypeople are supposed to pray, pay, and obey.”  That sentence has become kind of a growl phrase as if it’s an old-fashioned idea, as if it’s limiting or confining.  The sentence is not wrong, just incomplete.  

I have never met a Christian who had any objection to the thought that he could pray anywhere and anytime and that God hears his prayer in Christ and regards it with the favor of a loving Father.  All Christians, as priests, pray.  We don’t need an intermediary.  Christ intercedes for us, and God hears our prayers.  

I have, likewise, never met a Christian who isn’t happy to “pay” (assuming the word pay means to give).  Most Christians wish they could give more.  We give because we believe in vocation.  Pastors need to be paid in their vocation.  Missionaries need to be commissioned and supported in theirs.  The various vendors who serve the church with office equipment, electricity, phone service, and Sunday School materials need payment.  So does the Church Extension Fund, which holds the church’s mortgage.  All Christians, as priests, pay.

Christians also obey if you understand the world obey correctly.  The Bible says, “Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an account.  Let them do this with joy and not with groaning, for that would be of no advantage to you” (Hebrews 13:17).  

The words obey and submit actually mean that Christians should allow pastor to do their jobs and Christians should listen to them with great attention as they preach the Word.  In his Small Catechism, Luther highlights these duties, citing passages of Scripture, in the section called “What Hearers Owe Their Pastors.”

So there is nothing wrong with the phrase “pray, pay, and obey.”  We just need to add a fourth word to the formula if we are to capture what St. Peter means in our text.  “The church should pray, pay, obey, and say.”

Christians exercise the priesthood by talking.  We talk to God when we pray.  We talk against the devil when we forgive.  We talk when we call pastors.  The pastors talk for all of us.  And the priesthood talks when Christians confess Jesus to others.  To “confess” means to say the same thing as someone or something else.  Our confession agrees with something.  When we confess our sins, then we are saying the same thing about our sins that God does.  We agree with God when He condemns us.  

According to the Scriptures we are also to confess Christ before men—but never in some vague way.  We confess agreement with the doctrine about Him: that He has come in the flesh (1 John 4:2-30), that He is our High Priest who made atonement for us (Hebrews 3:1), or that He pleads for us before His Father’s throne (Hebrews 4:13).

Our confession agrees with the doctrine of Christ in the Scriptures.  Nowhere are we told that we should confess our personal faith or our personal hope.  Instead, we “confess the faith” (1 Timothy 6:12), “the hope” (Hebrews 19:23), or ‘the Gospel” (2 Corinthians 9:13).  The faith, the hope, and the Gospel are objective.  They stand outside of us.  Others confess the same faith, hope, and Gospel.  We say the same things as God and other Christians.  There is a standard by which we measure our confession.

Many people want to share their Christian faith, but are hesitant to do so, because they’re not sure if they understand it well enough to clearly confess their faith.  Others can speak about their faith in Bible class, but find themselves freezing up in real life situations where they have the opportunity to share their faith.  Perhaps you can relate to this, yourself.  Remember those students who could answer any question in class?  They impressed the teacher and the other students.  But when test time came, they were so nervous that they performed poorly.  Today, they call that test anxiety.

What was the solution?  For some, a very small minority, they may just be stuck with an abnormal fear of tests.  For the rest of us, there’s a solution.  Study more.  I figured out early in my academic career that there was a direct correlation between the amount of time I spent studying and the amount that I learned and how well I could communicate on tests.  The same applies to our confession of Christ.

In the early church, when Christian gathered to hear the Word of God, they would typically listen to the Scriptures read for about an hour then listen to a sermon that lasted an hour.  (I can about imagine the response I’d get if we tried to reintroduce that practice today!)

Many churches could not afford to purchase a single Gospel account, much less an entire Bible.  So when the bishop would loan a congregation one of the Gospels, it was not unusual for the presiding minister to read the entire book each Sunday for a number of weeks.  He would also request various Christians to memorize large sections of any given book for use at a later date.

I am sometimes asked why the church doesn’t grow as much as it seemed to in the earliest days of Christianity.  Perhaps if Christians today would memorize huge sections of the Bible and listen to two hours of the Word each Sunday, we would not be so apprehensive about sharing our confession of faith.

If we would study the Bible and learn the catechism, we would communicate it better.  Lutherans have historically been blessed with a tradition that requires them to learn the Bible doctrine.  Those who have been lifelong members of this church have all learned the catechism (or at least you were expected to learn the catechism).  Our problem is that we don’t retain the lessons we learned, and when given an opportunity to tell someone else about Jesus, we have forgotten.

Here’s a suggestion for you—study the catechism.  If you don’t have a copy, talk to me after the service and we’ll get one for you.  If you would spend ten minutes each day reading the catechism out loud to yourself or to your family, its contents would return to you within a month.  You would relearn the basics of the Christian faith.  

Think how much this would help you in your role as servant and priest.  Most opportunities for confession of the faith don’t come through evangelism programs or knocking on strangers’ doors.  Most opportunities for confession of the faith occur among friends, neighbors, and co-workers in normal daily activities.  It is spontaneous, unplanned, and often even a little bit scary.  But if you have memorized sections of the catechism or key Bible passages and can recite them, think how much easier it would be confess the faith.

I am convinced that the hesitancy of many Christians have in making a confession is the result of errant expectations.  We think that we have to be insightful, winsome, trained, and dynamic.  All we really need is to know the catechism.  And if people want to hear more, then invite them to church.

If you look around the Christian church, you’ll find many evangelism programs.  The problem with most of them is that attempt to find a way to save the lost, which simply is not God’s way.  They focus on personal experience and training in techniques, rather than relying on the power of God’s holy Word.

God’s way is very easy to say and extremely difficult to do.  There is only one way to reach out to the lost.  You must learn and confess the true doctrine of Christ.  It’s that simple.  Be utterly confident of this Gospel doctrine and confess it.  Expect to suffer.  Expect to be marginalized.  Expect especially to receive disapproving scowls even from the church.  But never stop confessing.  Confess in your home.  Confess to your friends.  Confess in the church.  Confess.  There are no programs, no styles, no techniques, no methods.  The only way to evangelize is through confession.

The most important manner of confession is to bring your family and friends to church so they can hear the consistent confession of the church, receive instruction, and be blessed also with the saving sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  

What does God want you to be when you grow up?  He wants you to be a servant.  He wants you to be His chosen people.  He wants you to be a priest so that you may declare the praises of Him who called you out of darkness into His wonderful light.  He wants you to be immersed in His Word, so that you are always “prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope you have” (1 Peter 3:15).  And so that you to live such good lives among unbelievers, that they would see your good deeds and glorify God.

As you do, trust His Holy Spirit to lead you and guide you and give you the words to say.  Always remember God’s promise: “Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.”  You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

