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I haven’t watched the show for awhile, but when our kids were younger we used to watch a show broadcast annually on ESPN called “The World’s Strongest Man.”  The show featured about 8 to 10 beefy, muscle-bound contestants, most of whom were from places like Iceland, Russia, Finland and Estonia.  The U.S. contestant never seemed to us to do very well.  Out of curiosity I looked it up – the U.S. contestant has only won once since 1982, when Phil Pfister was the upset winner over the heavily favored Mariusz Pudzianowski in 2006.  What makes the show somewhat entertaining is the unique events they’ve come up with to determine who the world’s strongest man is.  It’s not just a matter of who can bench press the most weight or who has the biggest biceps.  Instead they have the contestants see who can pull a bus the farthest distance, or who can throw the most logs over a ten-foot high wall, or who can walk the farthest carrying a 400 pound pot in what is called the “duck walk” event.
I have never aspired to become the world’s strongest man.  I don’t particularly want to look like the participants in that contest, all of whom are cartoonishly-large.  And I don’t see a big need to be able to throw logs over a ten-foot wall in the course of my normal week.  But I do want to be strong.  And strength is one of the qualities God wants to build into our character.  In the Old Testament book of Deuteronomy Moses gives the people of Israel this command: “Be strong and courageous.” (Deut. 31:6)  In Proverbs 31 we read a description of a woman called “a wife of noble character,” and included in the list of this woman’s virtues is this: “She sets about her work vigorously; her arms are strong for her tasks.” (Prov. 31:17)  In Luke 2 we read this account of Jesus as he grew to become a young man: “And the child grew and became strong; he was filled with wisdom, and the grace of God was upon him.” (Luke 2:40)  And in Ephesians Paul gives us this exhortation: “Finally, be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power.” (Ephesians 6:10)  If we want to develop the kind of character God approves, we don’t need to win the World’s Strongest Man contest, but we do need to be strong.
This summer we are studying the New Testament book of 1st Peter, and this morning our focus is the first twelve verses of chapter 2.  In these verses Peter doesn’t specifically tell us to be strong, but the entire passage is based on an image of strength – the image of a stone.  Look at the heart of this passage, found in verses 4 to 10:
As you come to him, the Living Stone – rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him – you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.  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.”  Now to you who believe, this stone is precious.  But to those who do not believe,

“The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone,” and “A stone that causes men to stumble and a rock that makes them fall.”  They stumble because they disobey the message – which is also what they were destined for.

But you are a 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.  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.  (1 Peter 2:4-10)
By the way, to fully appreciate what Peter is trying to communicate to his readers, we need to have a certain familiarity with the Old Testament.  In these seven verses Peter references nine Old Testament passages:  Exodus 19:6; Deuteronomy 10:15; Psalm 34:8; Psalm 118:22; Isaiah 8:14-15; Isaiah 28:16; Isaiah 43:20; Hosea 1:9-10; and Hosea 2:23.  We will take a closer look at some of those verses in just a bit, but I bring this up just to encourage all of us to take the time to familiarize ourselves with the first 39 books of our Bible we call the Old Testament or the Hebrew Scriptures.  
Now I mentioned that the unifying image of this passage is an image of strength, the image of a stone.  Jesus is the Living Stone, Peter tells us.  He is the Cornerstone – maybe you recognize that word.  In choosing a name for our church 18 years ago, this is the verse that motivated our choice.  We decided that we want to build our lives and to build our church on the Cornerstone.  The dictionary tells us this about the cornerstone: “The cornerstone or foundations stone is the first stone set in the construction of a masonry foundation.  It is important since all other stones will be set in reference to this stone, thus determining the position of the entire structure.”  The cornerstone is an image of strength – it is strong enough to hold up all the other stones, to serve as the foundation for the entire building.  There is no place for weakness in the cornerstone.
And then notice this – what does Peter call us, all of us who are followers of Jesus, the Living Stone?  He says that we, too, are living stones: “You also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.” (1 Peter 2:5)  Have you ever heard the term “he’s a chip off the old block”?  What does that mean?  It’s a way we have of saying that someone is just like his dad, that he or she is so much like one of their parents that it’s as if they came out of the same building material.  And that’s what Peter says is true of us.  We’re a chip off the Living Stone; we, too, are living stones, stones that God is using to build into a spiritual house.  
And if we are living stones, then we, like Jesus, have strength.  Isn’t it true that we use the image of a stone or a rock to represent strength?  When Chevrolet wanted to communicate how strong their trucks were, do you remember the song they built their ads around?  In 1990 Bob Seger licensed his song “Like A Rock” to Chevrolet, and for years every Chevy truck commercial played these lyrics: “Stood there boldly sweating in the sun; felt like a million, felt like number one; the height of summer, I’d never felt that strong – like a rock.  I was 18, didn’t have a care; working for peanuts, not a dime to spare; but I was lean and solid everywhere – like a rock.  My hands were steady, my eyes were clear and bright; my walk had purpose, my steps were quick and light; and I held firmly to what I felt was right – like a rock.  Like a rock, I was strong as I could be.  Like a rock, nothing ever got to me.  Like a rock, I was something to see.  Like a rock.”  To be a living stone means we are rock-solid; it is a symbol of our strength.

And in this passage Peter alludes to two kinds of strength that are part of our role as living stones – the strength to handle heartache, and the strength to bridge the gap.  Let me see if I can show you from the text what Peter teaches us about living a life that is as strong as a rock.
The Strength To Handle Heartache

Here’s the first thing to notice – notice how Peter first describes Jesus, the Living Stone.  Look at verse 4: “As you come to him, the Living Stone – rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him …” The first word Peter uses to describe Jesus, the Living Stone, is the word “rejected.”  It’s a common theme in the Bible.  In verse 7 Peter quotes the Old Testament when he writes, “The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone.”  That’s a direct quote from Psalm 118:22.  Jesus quotes Psalm 118 in reference to himself in Matthew’s Gospel: “Jesus said to them, ‘Have you never read in the Scriptures: ‘The stone the builders rejected has become the capstone; the Lord has done this, and it is marvelous in our eyes’?” (Matthew 21:42)  And the letter of 1st Peter isn’t the first time Peter has quoted this passage.  In Acts 4, when Peter is defending himself before the teachers of the law who had arrested him for healing a crippled beggar, Peter said: “It is by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified but whom God raised from the dead, that this man stands before you healed.  He is ‘the stone you builders rejected, which has become the capstone.’ Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.” (Acts 4:10-12)  
By the way, the “capstone” is the middle stone in an archway, the stone that holds the arch together.  Today we use the word “capstone” as a symbol of someone’s “crowning achievement,” the act that helped the person reach the pinnacle of their profession.  Long before Jesus came to earth, the Old Testament Scriptures foretold that the Messiah would be rejected, but that despite his rejection by his own people, he would in time become the capstone.  And maybe you caught the little twist Peter put on Psalm 118 in his speech in Acts 4.  Peter didn’t say in his speech to the scribes and Pharisees, “The stone the builders rejected.”  Peter said, “The stone you builders rejected.”  Peter was pointing the finger at his accusers; they had rejected Jesus, they had put Jesus to death – they had killed the Cornerstone, the Capstone.  But as the saying goes, you can’t keep a good man down.  The crucified Jesus has become the Living Stone.

And here’s what we learn from the experience of Jesus – he had the strength to handle heartache, specifically the heartache of being rejected by his own people.  He was the stone the builders rejected.  Jesus came to save his own people, and they wanted nothing to do with him.  They wanted him out of their lives.  They wished he was dead.  And while Jesus was in many ways like a rock, his heart was most definitely not.  It hurt to be rejected.  It hurt Jesus just like it hurts you and me.

I won’t ask you if you’ve ever been rejected, because we’ve all been rejected.  So let me ask it this way – when was the first time you were rejected?   Do you remember when we had recess in school?  I still miss recess.  I would love to go out in the parking lot and play a game of kickball every morning at 10:00.  But what I don’t miss about recess was the whole choosing up sides.  I remember moving to a new school in the middle of 3rd grade and going out for my first recess when they chose up sides for kickball.  No one had seen me play and I was a pretty scrawny little kid, so the assumption was that I was no good.  So I just stood there while they picked every other kid ahead of me – kids with Coke-bottle glasses, kids who still couldn’t tie their shoes, kids in wheelchairs … all of them went before me.  I felt like the biggest loser of all time.
Or how about the first time you got up the nerve to ask the really cute girl out on a date?  I won’t bore you again with some of my stories, but suffice it to say that I have a lot of experience being blown off in humiliating fashion by girls I really liked.  

Ever been turned down for a job?  Pretty much all of us have.  Ever been turned down for a job you really wanted, for your dream job?  Ever taken a real risk and let people know how much you wanted the job, and then had to go back and tell everyone, “They rejected me”?  And even if you don’t tell anyone, it still feels like everyone knows.  It feels like there’s a stamp across your forehead that says in neon letters, “Rejected,” or like there’s a big “L” on your forehead for “Loser.”
Ever had someone you really loved reject you?  The first time it happened to me was with my dog Toby, who when I was 10-12 years old was my best friend.  Toby was as loyal as a dog could be … until Toby found a girlfriend who lived down the block.  But that’s nothing in comparison to having family turn on you.  For some of you it’s been your spouse, the person who vowed to love only you and to be faithful to only you, but who left you behind for someone they thought was “better.”  For some of you it’s been your parents; for some of you it’s been your kids.  These are the people who you loved more than anyone, people you trusted with your heart, and they in one way or another said to you, “Stay out of my life.  I wish you were dead.”
Jesus understands how that feels.  He is the stone the builders rejected.  “Builders” is really another word for family, as it turns out.  Jesus came to his own people, the people he loved with all his heart, the people he desperately wanted to save, and they said to him, “Stay out of my life.  I wish you were dead.”

But Jesus, as painful as that was, did not crumble, because Jesus is a rock.  Jesus bounced back from the pain and humiliation of being rejected by the people he loved.  When the people he loved did more than wish him dead and actually put him to death, Jesus bounced back.  He is the Living Stone, the Cornerstone, the Capstone.  Jesus had the strength to handle heartache, because Jesus is rock solid.
And so are we.  Like Jesus, we are “living stones.”  We have the strength to bounce back and to rise above the hurt, humiliation and heartache.  And Peter reminds us of the source of Jesus’ strength when in verse 6 he records this quote from Isaiah 28:16: “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.”  Jesus may have been rejected by his own people.  But to his Father, Jesus was “chosen” and “precious.”  And knowing that gave Jesus the strength to be handle heartache, the strength to be the Living Stone.
And we can get our strength in the same way.  The people Peter wrote this letter to were well acquainted with rejection.  They were, as we read in verse 11, “aliens and strangers in the world.”  You might remember in week 1 of this series I mentioned that the Greek words Peter uses for “aliens” and “strangers” were words that meant these people were literally the cast-offs of society, that they were transients who had few if any legal rights in their world.  They didn’t belong; they didn’t fit in – they were the “rejects” of their world.

But that’s not all they were, Peter says.  Look at verse 9: “But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God …” These people had been rejected by their world, but they had been chosen by God.  They might not have belonged where they lived, but they belonged to God.  And to fully appreciate what Peter is saying, we need to understand that the way Peter describes these folks in verses 9 and 10 are with the same descriptions God gave of his chosen people in Old Testament times, the people of Israel.  In Exodus, just before God gives Moses the 10 Commandments, God tells Moses to tell the people this: “Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured possession.  Although the whole earth is mine, you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.” (Exodus 19:5-6)  And now those words apply to us, to everyone who follows Jesus, to all who put their trust in the chosen and precious Cornerstone.  We are not a bunch of rejects; we are a chosen people.  We are not losers; we are a royal priesthood, a holy nation.  We are not transients and cast-offs; we are a people belonging to God.
And because we are, we have the strength to handle the heartache of being rejected, even when that rejection is at the hands of those we love most, those we have trusted with our hearts and our egos.  We are, after all, “living stones,” just like our Lord.  We can sing along with Bob Seger: “Like a rock, I was strong as I could be.  Like a rock, nothing ever got to me.  Like a rock, I was something to see.  Like a rock.”  It doesn’t mean we don’t hurt; it doesn’t mean we never cry.  Our pain is still quite real.  But like Jesus, we can bounce back, because we are chosen, we are treasured, we are loved.
The Strength To Bridge The Gap
Now there’s a second kind of strength that Peter alludes to in these verses, what I call the strength to bridge the gap.  Let me try to explain that.  First, notice the purpose God has in mind for the people he’s chosen: “But you are a 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.” (1 Peter 2:9)  This language is also taken out of the Hebrew Scriptures; in Isaiah 43:20-21 God says this about his people: “Because I provide water in the desert and streams in the wasteland, to give drink to my people, my chosen, the people I formed for myself that they may proclaim my praise.”  
If you’ve gone through the 40 Days of Purpose with us, this will sound very familiar to you.  Do you remember God’s first purpose for our lives?  “You were planned for God’s pleasure,” is the way we said it.  In one word our first purpose is “worship.”  God formed us so that we would proclaim his praise.

But here’s what we need to notice – this isn’t talking about proclaiming God’s praise to God.  God wants us to proclaim his praise to others.  He wants those of us who now live in the light to declare his praise to those who are still in the dark. One point the Bible makes very clear is that God did not choose the nation of Israel to be his people just so he could take care of them like we might take care of a favorite pet.  God chose Israel to be his agents and representatives to a lost world, to be the vehicle by which God could save the entire world.  And in the same way God did not choose us as followers of Jesus to live in some sort of protective bubble.  God doesn’t say, “I chose you; now stay here and stay out of trouble.”  God doesn’t tell us, “You belong to me, so stay away from everyone else in the world.”  God chose us to be agents of his grace, to be light to those who live in darkness.  He called us to build bridges to those who are still far from him.

Twice in 1 Peter 2 Peter calls us “priests.”  In verse 5 he writes, “You also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood …” And of course in verse 9 we’ve seen that he says, “But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood …”  So what does that mean; what does it mean to be a priest?  Well, there’s a privilege that goes with being a priest, and there’s a responsibility.  The privilege is this – we have access to God.  That’s a big deal.  In the Old Testament days, and in the days of Jesus, only the priests had access to God.  Do you remember in “The Wizard of Oz” when Dorothy and gang got to the Emerald City and announced that they wanted to see the Wizard; do you remember what the doorkeeper said?  “Nobody gets in to see the wizard, not nobody, not no how!”  And that’s sort of the way it was with God.  God was holy and he could not be approached by sinful men and women.  Only the priests, after offering sacrifices for their sins and after purifying themselves, could approach God.  So the good news about being a royal priesthood is that we have direct access to God.  We don’t have to go through anyone else.  We can talk to God anytime, anywhere.
But there’s also a responsibility to being a priest.  The job of the priest is not just to approach God on his own behalf; he is there on behalf of others.  He is there to represent a needy, sinful people, to petition God to be merciful and gracious to people in need.  And that’s our job.  Being a priest isn’t a matter of saying, “Woo hoo!  I can talk to God and you can’t!”  Being a priest means that we get to approach God on behalf of people who desperately need him.
And even more than that, our job is to build a bridge between God and those who need him.  In ancient Rome, in the times of Jesus, there was a priest known as the Pontifex Maximus, the high priest of the College of Pontiffs in Rome.  That word “pontifex” which is translated as priest – do you know what it means literally?  Pontifex is Latin for “bridge-builder.”  That’s our job as priests – we are to be bridge-builders.  Our job is not to run from those who don’t believe in God or who aren’t followers of Jesus.  Our job is not to isolate ourselves from them or to criticize them or to ridicule them.  Our job is to build bridges to them, to build bridges between them and God, to do what we can to help them to connect with God.

Now I could give you a host of ideas of ways we can build bridges to our friends who are far from God, like inviting them over for dinner, or taking care of their yard while they’re on vacation, or asking them in the course of a regular conversation how you could pray for them.  But let me just tell you a story to make this point – if you really want to build a bridge, you’ll figure out a way to do it.  The Brooklyn Bridge is the oldest suspension bridge in the United States – nearly 6000 feet long – connecting Brooklyn to Manhattan.  In 1863, a creative engineer named John Roebling was inspired by an idea for this spectacular span. Bridge-building experts throughout the world told him it was a crazy idea and that he should forget it. But Roebling wouldn’t forget it. It was his dream. He convinced his son, Washington, who was a young up-and-coming engineer, that the bridge could be built. So the two of them developed a plan of attack and went to work.  The project was only a few months under construction when some tragic accidents took the life of John Roebling and severely injured his son, Washington, who was left with permanent brain damage and was unable to talk or walk. Everyone assumed that the project would be scrapped, but even though Washington couldn’t speak or walk, his mind was as sharp as ever. And most of all, he still had a burning desire to complete the bridge. An idea hit him in his hospital bed and he developed a code for communication. All he could move was one finger, so he touched the arm of his wife Emily with that finger, tapping out a code to communicate to her what to tell the engineers who were building the bridge. For 11 years, Washington tapped out his instructions with his finger until the spectacular Brooklyn Bridge was finally completed in 1883.

And we get the point – if we really want to build a bridge, we’ll figure out a way to do it.  We who follow Jesus are living stones, a chosen people, a royal priesthood.  We are strong enough to handle heartache, and we are strong enough to build bridges between the friends we love and the God who loves them even more.  If we put our minds to it, if we put our hearts and souls to it, we can do what God has called us to do – we can build bridges.  So let’s do it.
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