
THE PEOPLE OF GOD 

Introduction 

It is important to be able to see ourselves from the perspective of other people. Without that we 

would never truly know ourselves. Similarly we will only understand the world around if we see it 

from perspectives in addition to our own. The same thing is true of the church; our image of the 

church is usually based on our experience of it – and that is only a small part of what the church is. 

Christians who do not understand the world or the church are at a disadvantage. They may find 

themselves at cross purposes to God. They may be frustrated unnecessarily. And they will not enjoy 

life or honour God as they would have done otherwise.  

Western society regards the individual and the state as the only realities, often ignoring marriage, 

family and community. We are so used to that attitude we tend to regard the church as ‘me, them, 

and God’, with ‘them’ as the problem. In many places there is little awareness of being a single unit.  

We need to understand what the Bible tells us about the church. It gives us a completely different 

picture. If we act on that picture we will see ourselves in a different light, know God better, and find 

life easier.  

God’s initiative 

If, when we think of church, we think of heritage, parental influence or personal choice, we think in 

terms of ‘me and my wishes’. As Peter makes clear, the Bible begins with God’s initiative – ‘I lay a 

cornerstone’. When we realise that we are more likely to listen to what he is saying.  

Otherwise we may become like little children thinking they know everything but actually hindering 

what their parents are doing for them. That may happen if we think we can choose our beliefs 

instead of following scripture, or following culture without critical, biblical appraisal. It is even 

possible to become an empty shell of a church rather than the real thing. The fear of God is the 

beginning of wisdom.  

God has made Jesus Christ the ‘cornerstone’ of the church, i.e. it is all based on him and on his work. 

He referred to that in the parable of the wicked tenants (Matthew 21:42). Paul also mentions it (1 

Corinthians 3:11).  

Christ has made the church possible. Our sin has provoked God’s anger so that he has been against 

us. When Christ bore the penalty in our place God’s anger was turned away 

Christ made the church certain. He ‘purchased (it) with his own blood’ (Acts 20:28). The unformed 

church is his possession. He could promise, ‘I will build the church …’ (Matthew 16:18). The Psalmist 

had confidence to say that unborn generations would praise and magnify the Lord precisely because 

Christ would bear the sin of the world (Psalm 102:18).  

Christ makes the church happen. He came ‘to seek and to save the lost’ (Luke 19:10). He sends his 

Spirit to convict people of sin and give them a heart to embrace Christ. His Word leads them and his 

Spirit enables them.  

Each individual is an integral part of a vast project, a living stone in the temple of the living God.  

Responsive individuals 

Believers are described as ‘coming’ to Christ, something each person does on their own.  



Those personal dealings can be described in various ways. It is a matter of the heart, where our 

inclinations turn towards Christ; we choose him in all he offers to us; we welcome him, trust him and 

appeal to him.  

We recognise him as God’s gift to humanity, to guilty and needy sinners. We receive him as God in 

human flesh. We receive him in all his roles, as Christ, Saviour, and Lord.  

‘Coming’ implies that we are responsive today, not only at the time of our conversion. The Pharisees 

‘rejected the counsel of God against themselves (Luke 7:30), and if we do not respond to God’s word 

in faith and obedience we are doing the opposite of coming to Christ. 

Peter describes individual believers as ‘stones’ being fitted into a building. To prefer our own wishes 

to Christ’s instruction would result in our being loose stones instead of a functioning part of God’s 

temple. It is not for us to choose our place or our neighbour. God is the builder, not us.  

A changed people 

Peter emphasises the change that has taken place. Christians are, by definition, changed people. He 

makes two points: they have obtained mercy, and united in their experience of mercy they 

constitute a new group of people – a new unit, the people of God.  

Here the Spirit of God is calling us to consider what we once were. As spiritual descendants of Adam 

we were sinners, and guilty of personal sins against God. Therefore we were as condemned as the 

thief on the cross. We could not do anything that would win God’s favour; only free forgiveness 

would do. We were at his disposal and could not complain whatever he did.  

‘Now you have obtained mercy’! it is a new relationship with God, it gives peace of  conscience, 

freedom from condemnation, and perfect security.  

That is true of every believer. We are united in a common experience of mercy. More than that, 

mercy defines who we are – we are the people who obtained mercy. And that is not true of the rest 

of humanity.  

How we react to God and others is determined by this. How should we respond now to God? With 

gratitude, faith and obedience. How should we respond to fellow-believers? With brotherly love, 

showing the same mercy to them that God has shown to us. How should we respond to the world 

around? Seeking the same mercy for them that God has shown to us. 

Another change is mentioned. ‘You were not a people but are now the people of God.’  

Many expressions are used to express the unity of believers. They are ‘the brotherhood’; the 

‘household of faith’.  

Before conversion to Christ they had separate identities and were in conflict with one another. That 

was obvious in the case of Jew versus Gentile. We were aliens to one another as well as aliens to 

God. Satan sows discord. He scatters and produces conflict. He comes only to destroy. And all the 

wars and relationship breakdowns are evidence of that.  

‘But now you are the people of God.’ He is making two points here – the scattered people have been 

gathered into one; and that new social unit is ‘the people of God’.  

God has taken them as his own. He has made a covenant promise to be their God forever and give 

them life forever. Their calling is to ‘glorify and enjoy him forever’.  



 

A privileged people 

This part of the passage refers to two things: the unity of the church, and its privileges as being near 

to God.  

They are: ‘a chosen race’. The word ‘race’ implies similar characteristics and a contrast with others. It 

is not a natural thing but results from being born of God (John 1:13). To have God chose us should 

give a huge sense of privilege and result in grateful worship. 

They are: ‘a royal priesthood’. They are in God’s presence serving him forever. They are to offer the 

sacrifice of praise, and to give themselves wholly to him (Romans 12:1). They are also to intercede 

on the basis of Christ’s sacrifice for one another and for Christ’s ‘other sheep’ in the world around.  

They are: ‘a holy nation’. That suggests an organised society with its own structures and rulers. The 

word ‘holy’ implies it is distinct from all other societies.  

They are: ‘the people of God’. They are called to operate as the family of God, not as separate 

individuals, e.g. ‘our Father in heaven’. As God’s family they are called to share the family likeness, 

‘Be holy, for I am holy’. That includes individual holiness and social holiness – brotherly love in action 

reflecting the love of the Trinity.  

Conclusion 

It is no coincidence, therefore that the passage is followed by an appeal ‘as aliens and exiles’ to 

subdue sinful inclinations and demonstrate holiness before men. That is living the new life that God 

has given to each believer.  

Remember what you were. Think carefully about what you now are. Live accordingly.  

 


