The Privileges of God’s People (1 Peter 1:1-5; 23/11/08)

Introduction

It’s possible to have many privileges, but always find reasons to complain. Sometimes British holiday-makers are known for their complaints. Instead of rejoicing and gratitude, there’s bitterness. No-one told us there would be fish in the sea. The children were startled!...Too many Spaniards in Spain…No air-conditioning outside…It took 9 hours to fly to Jamaica from England; it only took the Americans 3 hours! Actually having the means to go on holiday is a privilege many people never enjoy.

There used to be an old Christian song:

Count your blessings; name them one by one

And it will surprise you what the Lord has done.

This week we are going to look at the blessings or privileges of God’s people. Next week we’ll consider the sufferings of God’s people. The two go together. These people to whom Peter is writing had experienced suffering for being Christians. Some of them may have been converted to Jesus on, or following, the Day of Pentecost, when Peter preached his powerful sermon and 3,000 people believed and were baptised. Some of them were from the places mentioned in v1 (modern Turkey). This was a time of great blessing and rapid growth for the church. Later, however, Stephen was stoned, a great persecution broke out against the church at Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria (Acts 8:1). It could be that Peter is writing this letter to Jewish Christians – Gentiles too - who had been scattered (v1) further a field. He’s writing to encourage and strengthen their faith in Christ. He begins by reminding them of their privileges as the people of God (see 2:9). 
What Peter writes for those Christians back then is just as true for God’s people today.

1) God’s people know Him in three Persons (v2)

Peter reminds them that all three persons of the one God have been involved in their salvation. God the Father has chosen them according to his foreknowledge. This means that God ‘fore loved’ them; not that God ‘foreknew’ that some people would one day respond to Jesus, so he loved them. No, the Father chose to love them unconditionally. How? Through the sanctifying work of the Spirit. To ‘sanctify’ means to set apart for God’s special purpose. The Spirit had worked in these people’s hearts. How do we know? They had come to receive Jesus Christ as Lord (obedience) and Saviour through his sacrifice on the cross (sprinkling by his blood). They had turned and trusted. They had been forgiven freely through faith in Christ. What a wonderful privilege! The Christian knows God as Trinity – God as Father, the Spirit as sanctifier and Jesus Christ as Lord and Saviour. All three are involved in salvation.
I was reading recently about a footballer for Manchester United, Owen Hargreaves. He has been injured in his knees for some time. In the end the club sent him to one of the top knee specialists in the world – Dr Richard Steadman! He lives in Colorado, and has treated many top athletes. This surgeon operated on Hargreaves. What a privilege! If you get some knee problems, do you think you could get the same treatment?
But the wonderful thing for the Christian is that the living, triune God has ‘operated’ on you! You were spiritually sick, but you’ve been chosen by God the Father, sanctified by the Spirit, and saved by the Son! And it’s all been by grace; you haven’t paid a penny! If you’re a believer in Jesus today, it’s not by accident, but by design – God’s gracious design! There are millions who have not yet heard of Christ; there are millions still who reject him, but you have come to trust him! What a privilege to know this God in Three Persons!

O how the grace of God amazes me

It loosed me from my bonds and set me free!

What made it happen so? His own will, this much I know,

Set me, as now I show, at liberty!
2) God’s People respond to Him with Praise (v3-4)

In v3 Peter bursts forth with exclamations of praise to God. He knows these people are suffering, but he wants to remind them first of what God has given them, by his mercy. There are two main blessings: a living hope (v3) and a lasting inheritance (v4). The living hope comes through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead. Jesus’ resurrection is the first fruits of those who believe. What happened to him will happen to all his people. Death has been defeated: he who believes in me will live, even though he dies (John 11:25). But what then? God’s people will inherit something that can never perish, spoil or fade. What is it? It will include new bodies that will never perish, a new heaven and a new earth (2 Peter 3:13), that will never spoil, and new relationships with God and his people that will never fade. God is worthy of our praise for such a living hope and a lasting inheritance.
Tolstoy wrote a short story entitled, ‘How much land does a man need?’ A village gathered on the top of a hill. The chief explained the rules: for 1,000 rubbles a man could claim as much land as he could cover in a day, but he had to return to his starting point. Off goes the man, greedy for land. But in his greed he overstretches the distance, and finds himself running desperately to get back before sunset. He just about makes it, and collapses. His servant tries to rouse him, but he has died. His servant buries him – in 6 feet of land.

You could be like that man: living to accumulate material gains. This is what you dream of; this drives you. If so, then when you die, your hopes die with you; this life is all that you’ve lived for. God calls you a fool. But the Christian has so much more! We have a living hope of eternal life! We are already rich in Christ, and have our lasting inheritance kept in heaven for us. One of the saddest things is to see professing Christians living as though this word was all that mattered! Let us praise God for what he’s given us through Christ! Do you rejoice in these spiritual riches? Can you say this? -
I would not change my blessed estate/For all the world calls good or great

And while this faith can keep her hold/I envy not the sinner’s gold
What a privilege! True Christians respond to God with praise!

3) God’s People trust Him for his Power (v5)
Another way of describing this living hope and lasting inheritance is the word salvation. God’s people are already saved, but there is also this final salvation that is ready to be revealed when Jesus returns. We hope for what we do not yet have (Romans 8:25). How could these people be sure they’d make it? How could they persevere in the face of suffering? Peter has the answer: who through faith are shielded by God’s power. He says, ‘God has not only chosen, sanctified and saved you, he’s also shielding you by his power, day by day. He’s not going to let you go!’ That’s how God’s people can be sure they’ll get to glory; that’s how their inheritance is guaranteed. What a privilege to have that kind of protection: shielded by God’s power!

When the US President Elect, Barak Obama, gave his acceptance speech he stood behind a thick screen of bullet-proof glass. He is expected to be protected by a secret service with hundreds of ‘close-protection agents’. Over the past few weeks, the US government has also begun secretly testing a new ultra-secure presidential limousine, able to withstand most bomb blasts and terror attacks. Details of his movements will be a closely guarded secret for all but his most senior aides. All this powerful secuity is necessary because there’s the genuine fear that he may never become the US President. 

Christians are in conflict with the world, the flesh and the devil – conspiring against us. You may have faced trial or temptation recently and you wonder if you can keep following Christ. Maybe you feel very weak in your faith just now. Will you make it?

I have a sin of fear that when I have spun my last thread

I shall perish on the shore (John Donne)
Has this ever concerned you? I want to reassure you. If you are a true believer in Jesus Christ, you’ll make it! My sheep listen to my voice; I know them and they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish. No-one can snatch them out my hand (John 10:27-28). He then adds that we are also in the Father’s hands! What security!
Should all the hosts of death and powers of hell unkown/Put their most dreadful forms of rage and malice on

I shall be safe! For Christ displays/Superior powers and guardian grace
Conclusion

So what a privilege it is to be counted among God’s people! You know God in three persons; you can praise God for his mercy – a living hope and lasting inheritance; and you can trust God for his power to shield you.
I recall a time my family and I went to London. We had wanted to go into the Tower of London, but when we saw the queues and the prices we thought better of it. Just then, our children started speaking with one of the guards, who had links with the town where we lived. “Do you want to go in?” he asked. “Yes!” we replied. “Follow me!” he led us past the queue, through the security gates and into the Tower. “Have a great time!” he said, and left us. We felt so privileged. Through our links with the guard we gained free access!
The way into the great privileges of the gospel are through faith in Jesus Christ. “Follow me!” he says, and as you trust him he leads you into the privileges of the Kingdom of God. You may feel scattered this morning, perhaps far from home and family, but if you truly belong to Christ you belong to the people of God. Don’t be afraid. You are in his hands. There’s no safer or greater place to be!
The soul that on Jesus has leaned for repose

He will not, he will not desert to its foes

That soul, though all hell should endeavour to shake,
He’ll never, no never, no never forsake! 

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade – kept in heaven for you, who through faith are shielded by God’s power. 
