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Cindy Voth, Waterford Mennonite Church 

October 15, 2017 

1 Peter 2:4-12 (Hospitality Series) 

“Don’t get cozy”  

 

 This morning as we continue in our fall series on hospitality we want to look at how our 

identity as Anabaptist Christians informs and intersects with our calling to practice biblical 

hospitality. The next three Sundays we will be looking at immigration as a case-study for 

hospitality, so today also serves as a segue into the second half of our fall series.  

 As I prepared this sermon I kept asking myself two questions: “How does being an 

Anabaptist Christian form how I think about and enter into the practice of hospitality? And, since 

the Radical Reformation in the 1500s, Anabaptists have proclaimed that their citizenship is in 

heaven and that they understood that they were living in the world as resident aliens. What does 

this mean and how might we understand the significance of this for us today at Waterford?  

 Well in striving to answer those two questions my study quickly took me to 1st Peter. 

This small New Testament book has been foundational to Anabaptists throughout the centuries. 

It was quoted by the early radical reformers, and then later in Confessions of Faith, including the 

most recent broad church Confession of Faith in a Mennonite perspective. For almost 500 years 

Anabaptists have been dwelling with this text and claiming it as a central text to understanding 

their identity and calling as followers of Jesus. If you have your bibles I would invite you to turn 

with me to 1st Peter.  

 At first glance we could assume that 1st Peter follows a similar pattern as the letters from 

Paul. However, a significant difference is that unlike the letters from Paul, 1st Peter is written to a 

wide scattering of Christians residing in Asia Minor. Paul’s letters were often written to one 

church, or one location, and addressing specific concerns within that gathered faith community. 

However, 1st Peter begins with the greeting of “Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, To God’s elect, 



Voth, 2 

 

exiles scattered throughout” 5 different provinces. Here already we are told that this letter is to 

God’s people… and these same people are experiencing life as exiles. The Greek word for exiles 

could also be translated as sojourners, refugees, or aliens. So Peter is addressing a dynamic, 

diverse, and dispersed group of believers. 

 The other significant thing to note is that some scholars present the compelling argument 

that the first part of 1st Peter was actually part of a baptismal sermon, and then second half was 

part of a letter. i These same scholars would argue that over time Peter’s sermon and his letter 

were combined into one teaching for Christians dispersed and living as resident aliens.  

 Peter begins his writings by using a Trinitarian formula to establish the framework that he 

is writing to those who are part of God’s people, a grouping that would have included Gentiles. 

Additional background study reveals to us that although the original audience was dispersed and 

living in different cultural contexts, they were united by their shared experience of living in a 

hostile environment in which they were striving to go against the status quo and the perceived 

cultural norms of the dominant culture. In essence, Peter is writing to encourage the believers to 

stay grounded in their primary identity as part of God’s family, even in the face of extreme 

persecution and alienation. In his exhortation Peter encourages the believers to offer heartfelt 

praise to God as the one who have given us new birth and a living hope through the resurrection 

of Jesus. He continues to call the believers to be holy as Jesus is holy.  

 We then reach our text in verse four of chapter two. Peter uses the familiar biblical 

imagery to describe Jesus as the living cornerstone and us as ones that are being built upon the 

cornerstone into a spiritual house. In a land where they might be homeless, or at least a felt 

theological homelessness, Peter is reminding them that they are being built into a spiritual home. 

The notion of being built into a spiritual home also “includes becoming part of a household and 
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of a people. Metaphorically, it is a process of being incorporated into a structure, a household, a 

community. Here speaking of becoming a house or home stands in contrast to their experience as 

aliens and exiles in the world. In a world in which they are “not at home,” they not only have a 

true spiritual home but are themselves, as a community, to be a “home for the homeless”.ii 

 So, perhaps you are wondering like I did, why are they experiencing life as aliens? Since 

the beginning, the Early Church insisted that Jesus is Lord, not Caesar. This foundational belief 

led them to be at odds with their neighbors. Instead of heeding the mandate to worship Caesar 

and live into the pagan household codes, they deviated from the norm and declared that they had 

only one Lord, and it was Jesus Christ. Peter is not writing to believers who have travelled 

outside of their home communities and have become exiles in the way we might first consider. 

Instead these believers have taken seriously the teachings of Jesus and have declared with their 

hearts, mind, and actions that they will only follow one Lord, one Savior, one God. And just like 

that, with this declaration they become a minority, a set apart group that is at distinctive odds 

with the dominant group around them.  

 So, as Peter addresses them at exiles, sojourners, resident aliens, he is reminding them 

that this is not their home, they are merely on a pilgrimage passing through. He is reminding 

them that Caesar is not their lord, instead they are to worship and serve and obey only one Lord, 

Jesus Christ the Living Stone. This was countercultural and led to Christians being persecuted 

for their faith. In verse nine Peter reminds them that they are God’s and they should declare 

praises to the one who has called them out of darkness. Even in the midst of alienation, hostility, 

and isolation they are to be rooted in who they are, and who it is that they serve and worship.  

 Peter hones in on these distinctions in verse eleven as he writes to them: “Dear friends, I 

urge you, as foreigners and exiles, to abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul. 
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Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may 

see your good deeds and glorify God on the day God visits us.” Hear this same text in Eugene 

Peterson’s translation The Message: Friends, this world is not your home, so don’t make 

yourselves cozy in it. Don’t indulge your ego at the expense of your soul. Live an exemplary life 

among the natives so that your actions will refute their prejudices. Then they’ll be won over to 

God’s side and be there to join in the celebration when he arrives. 

 Whew. Now I deeply believe that Peter’s words back from around 63 AD are still 

relevant and for us today in 2017. I don’t know about you, but I might wish that Peter had an 

editor that took some liberty to slightly change some of his language. Perhaps we would feel 

better if Peter had told us this: 

Wow. Life is hard. You have been working so hard to live as resident aliens in 

Goshen. You recognize that this world is not your home and yet the temptation to live as 

if it is can be so very overwhelmingly strong. I can easily understand why as I look out 

over your broader community it is sometimes difficult to be able to detect which ones are 

Christians. I know, I know, it is hard to maintain our calling to be salt and light in the 

world. It is difficult to be courageous to be set apart from those who reside next to you, 

and sometimes even those who dwell under the same roof.  

You know, maybe we should just forget those words from Jesus to be salt and 

light. Or just forget those words that talked about serving the least of these. Forget those 

words that call us to open our doors, our hearts, our minds, our communities to others as 

acts of hospitality. Maybe conveniently overlook the understanding that we are part of a 

large global body of Christ.  

Do you remember my previous wording of abstaining from sinful desires? Just 

forget that part. You live in a cultural that has no idea what it means to engage in 

abstinence. You want what you want when you want it. You live in a cultural that 

preaches the joy of instant gratification. Your world preaches to you a sense of 

entitlement that leads you to clutch at your property, your money, your possessions, your 

education, your status as an expected reality. Your cultural isn’t going to tell you to 
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abstain from your temptations. Nope. They will tell you that you can have it all and that 

you should be able to have it all! And then when you have it all, you should be able to 

have more!  

As Christians we are called to have one lord, your culture tells you to have many 

lords that may speak into your life, hold authority, and influence you and your choices. 

But your culture will tell you to be sure that the number one lord in your life is you as an 

individual.  

You know, the more I think about your context and your culture I am wondering 

if it’s pointless and hopeless. I wonder if the cultural identity around you is too powerful, 

too invasive, too overwhelming. I wonder if really my message to you should just be: 

give up. Embrace it all. Forget about being a resident alien. Forget about walking 

upstream. Forget about standing up and declaring no – I have one God, one Lord, and 

One Savior.  

But, then I remember Jesus. Jesus said that we are to believe, and proclaim and 

live in such a way that shows that we believe that there is one Lord, one God, and one 

Savior. And it is not me. And it isn’t you. And it isn’t any of the lords that the culture 

around you declares. And friends, if you can’t proclaim that truth than I guess all I can 

say to you is good luck. Good luck just assimilating into the world and culture around 

you.  

 That’s not what Peter said though, nor is that what Anabaptists throughout the centuries 

have articulated. Instead we have been called time and time again to turn from violence and 

embrace peace, to turn from consumerism and embrace simplicity, to turn from greed and 

embrace generosity, to turn from fear and embrace courage, to turn from darkness and embrace 

light, to turn from walls and embrace open arms, to turn from the dominant culture and its 

message and embrace the identity of resident aliens, to turn from many lords and embrace and 

worship the one true Lord.  

 On January 21, 1525 a group of young adults gathered together and declared that the only 

way to experience the true church was to join God’s people because you wanted to, not because 
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you were born into it. They knew that membership in the church based on membership in the 

state was no real Christianity at all and that instead they professed that they citizenship was in 

heaven. In the simple act of baptizing each other they defied their government and the state 

church, returning to the free churches of the time before Constantine.  

Remember Emperor Constantine? In 313 Constantine created the Edit of Milan which 

declared a toleration of all religions. Within this edict was a call to end oppression for those 

professing Christianity. Suddenly the persecution of Christians, which had been rampant for the 

first several centuries, began to lessen. It was only a short while before Emperor Theodosius 

declared in 380 that Christianity was the only religion permitted to be observed within the 

kingdom. Such a reversal from before when the church was persecuted because believers would 

not profess that Caesar is Lord because they only had one Lord, Jesus Christ!   

Looking backwards in 1525 we arrive to the Radical Reformation and find the early 

Anabaptist leaders beginning to define what it means to be an Anabaptist Christian and to live as 

ones who are resident aliens with their citizenship in heaven. I could give you the challenge to 

start clear back with the Schleitheim Brotherly Union and read through the various confessions 

of faiths that Anabaptists and Mennonites have written since 1527. If you were do so you would 

find several interesting points. First, throughout the past 490 years we as Anabaptists have 

returned time and time again to working at articulating who we are, what we believe, where we 

have come from, and our relationship to the world around us. In each confession we would find a 

statement of the choice one makes to follow Jesus and that by that choice we are set apart from 

the world as we seek to emulate the life and teachings of Jesus. In each synthesis of theology we 

would find a statement that we are to be people of shalom, of peace, of extending love and 
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hospitality to all. Within each confession of faith we would read the foundational understanding 

that our citizenship is in heaven.  

In 2006 Mennonite World Conference put out seven shared convictions of global 

Anabaptists. The seventh conviction states this: “As a worldwide community of faith and life, we 

transcend boundaries of nationality, race, class, gender and language. We seek to live in the 

world without conforming to the powers of evil, witnessing to God’s grace by serving others, 

caring for creation and inviting all people to know Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord.”iii 

Sounds like since clear back in 1525 Anabaptists have been reading the words in 1st 

Peter, taking them to heart, and striving to live them out in daily life. Living as resident aliens 

means that we will hold onto the understanding of first being a citizen in God’s kingdom, and 

then secondly a citizen of humanity. Living as resident aliens means that we do not live as ones 

with entitlement, but instead as ones who live with open hands. Open hands that do not clutch at 

our possessions, property, money, security, but open hands to be able to reach out to others, to 

cross boundaries and borders and walls and divisions even when it makes us uncomfortable or 

unpopular. Hands that work to build bridges of understanding, and pathways to peace, and steps 

to inclusion. Hands attached to arms that extend to provide welcome and space. Arms connected 

to bodies that work for justice, and become the voice of those marginalized and alienated. Bodies 

with ears to hear and eyes to see, and mouths to proclaim that there is One Lord and One Savior 

and One God, even knowing that this proclamation puts us at odds with our neighbors and their 

culture.   

 Friends, this world is not our home, so don’t allow ourselves to get cozy in it. Instead 

may we hear the calling to follow Jesus even as we live into our Anabaptist tradition to declare 

that we are resident aliens, sojourners in this world, with our citizenship in heaven. May we join 
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in joyfully celebrating the shared humanity of all, no matter the race, the culture, the skin color, 

the language. May we live with open hands, eager to embrace others while releasing the 

proclaimed treasures of this world. May join together and proclaim that our primary identity is 

created in God, not by our nationality, our level of education, our vocation, our 401-K. May we 

spur one another on to abstain from the temptations around us, to not given into the entitlement 

culture or the push for instant gratification. Together may we see Jesus in our midst asking to be 

Lord, the only Lord, in our lives. To God’s people, resident aliens in the land of Goshen, grace 

and peace and courage be yours in abundance.  

 

i Erland Waltner, 1 Peter: Believers Church Bible Commentary (Herald Press: Scottdale, Pennsylvania), 19. 
ii Waltner, 1 Peter, 75. 
iii https://www.mwc-cmm.org/article/shared-convictions  
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