
“EXILES — OWN YOUR IDENTITY”
(I Peter 1:1-2)

Communion Instructions (Worldwide Communion)

Scripture Reading (Mark Skaggs)

Have you ever been in a place where you didn’t feel 
like you belonged?  
*Empty nest goal
*Went to game at Yankees stadium against the Indians 
— enemy territory!
*Yankees fans have reputation for being rude
*Didn’t wear Indians hats or any other clothing that told 
people we were fans of the opposing team
*Indians were winning game — problem: we couldn’t 
cheer out loud!
*After last out, we didn’t high-five; we low-fived!
*I think I deserve an honorary Indians season ticket — 
I lived in NYS for 25 years but maintained my loyalty to 
my Indians! 

Have you ever been in a place where you didn’t 
belong?  If you’ve ever traveled outside our country to 
another culture, you know that experience.  You don’t 
speak the language.  The food is different.  Music is 
different.  Social customs are different.  Even though 
you’re spending time in that place, you realize it’s not 
your home.

But what happens when the place you’ve always 
considered home becomes the place where you don’t 
feel you belong?  It’s not that you’re visiting another 
country; your home has become that other country.  
Those of us who are followers of Christ are 
experiencing that more and more in this nation we call 
home.  More and more we feel like we don’t fit.  It used 
to be that our culture affirmed our moral values.  It 
used to be that our society treated our beliefs with 
respect.  It used to be that church was considered a 
core institution in our national life, right next to the 
family and the school system.  Things are changing, 
and for those who have been Christians for much of 
their lives, things are changing rapidly.

From Dan Boone’s paper at the USA/Canada Theology 
Conference this past week in KC:
“We were once a moral majority. We once occupied 
the dominant seat at the table and in the voting booth. 
Now the government is defining [for churches] the 
marriages we perform, questioning our tax-free status, 
and telling us who can use which bathrooms. We are 
punching bags in the press, in social media, and in the 
news. Christians are the jokes of TV sitcoms, 
caricatured in unfriendly ways. When is the last time 
you saw a Christian on a sitcom that looked anything
like Jesus?”



This is a new experience for us here in America.  We 
are used to having our culture prop up our faith, not 
make fun of it or oppose it.  The question we will be 
facing more and more in the days to come is this: How 
do we live out our faith in this spiritually foreign land?  

The best place to take that question is the scriptures.  
And the best place to take that question in the 
scriptures is the letter of First Peter.  As we head 
toward our national election day, we’re going to let this 
letter speak to us about what it means for us to be 
citizens of this country while our ultimate allegiance is 
to another country — the kingdom of God.  So let’s 
lean in with minds ready to learn and hearts ready to 
respond.

Right at the start, Peter identifies himself as the writer 
of this letter: Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ.  And 
then he identifies the people he is writing the letter to: 
exiles scattered throughout the provinces of Pontus, 
Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia.  These were 
regions of the Roman Empire located in what we know 
of today as Turkey (map on screen).  So this letter was 
written by Peter and then taken around by a 
messenger to groups of Christians who lived in these 
different areas. 

Now you notice? Peter calls them exiles.  The word he 
uses means someone who is living in place that isn’t 

home.  It was normally used for people who were 
driven from their homeland and forced to live in 
another country.  We hear a lot these days, for 
instance, about the refugees fleeing Syria and trying to 
settle in other countries.  They are exiles.  

But what is different about these exiles Peter is writing 
to is that they hadn’t been dislocated geographically — 
it’s not that they had been forced to leave one country and 
move to another.  No, they had been dislocated spiritually.  
They were having to live in a place that was foreign to their 
faith.  And the reason they were living in a place that was 
foreign to their faith is not because the place they were 
living had changed — it was because they had changed!

Hang with me here.  At that time the Roman Empire had 
swallowed up most of the civilized world.  But when they 
conquered all these people from all these different 
countries, they didn’t make them all move to Rome.  They 
just made them all bow to Rome.  They told the people, 
you can continue to live where you live as long as you don’t 
cause problems.  You can continue to speak your 
language.  You can continue to keep a lot of your local 
customs.  You can even continue to keep your local gods.  
You can continue to live pretty much the way you’ve always 
lived — as long as you bow to Rome.  As long as you keep 
our laws.  As long as you pay your share of our taxes.  And 
as long as you always remember that Caesar (the ruler of 
the Roman Empire) is Lord.  You owe your ultimate 
allegiance to him.  You can worship other gods as long as 
they don’t interfere with your worship of Caesar.  You can 



live peacefully in your own country as long as you always 
remember that you are ultimately citizens of Rome.  

Sounds like a fair exchange, right?  And it worked fine — 
except for one group of people.  Can you guess who they 
were?  Christians.  The people who had received the good 
news that Jesus had died for their sins and risen from the 
dead so they could be born again into a living hope.  They 
had opened their lives to this Jesus, and when they did 
they found they no longer wanted to live the way they 
always had.  They no longer wanted to worship the lifeless 
idols they had grown up worshiping.  They knew that Jesus 
was alive, that he was the one true God.  And this became 
the creed of those first-century Christians: Jesus is Lord.

Now do you see any problem with that?  It would have 
been OK for these Christians to worship this Jesus as long 
as they kept Jesus in his place — after all, he was just 
another name on the long buffet line of gods the people 
could choose from.  You have your god, I have my god.  
The Roman Empire saw it all as harmless — until these 
Christians came along and started worshiping this Jesus 
who they claimed was the God above all gods.  He was the 
only true God.  He was the only person who could rightfully 
claim the title of Lord.  They owed their ultimate allegiance 
to King Jesus, no one else — not even King Caesar.  

So let me ask again — do you see any problem with that?  
This didn’t set well with the powers of Rome.  In fact, when 
Jesus’ enemies wanted to make sure he got crucified, the 
way they finally got the job done is when they went to the 

authorities, “This Jesus claims to be King of the Jews, but 
we have no king but Caesar!”  That got Jesus crucified.  
And now his followers were multiplying like dandelions in 
the spring all over the Roman Empire.  And they were 
gathering together and singing to their King, King Jesus.  
One of their ancient hymns that we find in Philippians 
chapter 2 went like this:

God exalted Jesus to the highest place
    and gave him the name that is above every name,
that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow,
    in heaven and on earth and under the earth,
and every tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord,
    to the glory of God the Father. (Phil. 2:9-11)

I mean, it would have been one thing for Cheryl and me to 
stand up in that crowd of 50,000 Yankees fans and yell at 
the top of our lungs, “The Yankees stink!”  It was quite 
another thing for these Christian preachers to preach and 
these Christian congregations to sing, “Jesus is Lord!”
Can you imagine the shock waves that sent across the 
Empire?  Christianity was no longer one of those harmless 
religions that kept the people pacified.  It was dangerous to 
the status quo and it had to be dealt with.  As we will see 
as we move through this letter, these first-century 
Christians were starting to feel the heat.  

But for now what I want you to understand is why Peter 
calls these people exiles.  It’s not because they had been 
dislocated physically — they had been dislocated 
spiritually.  And the reason they had been dislocated 



spiritually is not that the place they were living had 
changed; it was that they had changed.  They had a new 
King — King Jesus — and their worship of him was 
completely reordering their lives.  We’ll talk more about that 
in the weeks ahead.  But for now understand these people 
were exiles is that their feet were in the kingdom of 
Caesar but their hearts were in the kingdom of Jesus.  

Here’s why I think this letter of I Peter is so critical for us 
today.  If you are a true worshiper of Jesus, you won’t be 
able to help but feel spiritually dislocated in this world — 
and particularly right now in this culture.  That makes you a 
spiritual exile.  So we need God to use this letter to show 
us how to live while our feet are here but our hearts are 
there — in the kingdom of Jesus.

So Peter introduces himself to them, and then he identifies 
who he’s writing to.  But then he gives them another name.  
They are not just exiles, he says — they are God’s elect.  
That’s another way of saying “You are God’s chosen 
people.”  Now these congregations scattered throughout 
Pontus and Galatia and Cappadocia and Asia and Bithynia 
contained both Jewish and Gentile believers.  People from 
a Jewish background and from a non-Jewish background 
before they became worshipers of Jesus.  The people from 
the Jewish background would have been very familiar with 
this idea of God’s elect, God’s chosen people.  Back in the 
Old Testament that’s what God called the Jewish people — 
his chosen people.

Now we hear those words and we think they mean the 
Jewish people were God’s favorite people.  That he chose 
them to be his people and left everyone else out.  But if we 
think that way we don’t understand the scriptures.  Yes, 
God loved them.  Yes, God rescued them from slavery so 
they could be his people.  But God chose the Jewish 
people because he wanted a people he could work through 
to win the whole world back.  God says in the book of 
Isaiah that he had chosen them to be “a light to the 
Gentiles, that my salvation may reach to the ends of the 
earth” (Isaiah 49:6).  

So now Peter takes those same words and applies them to 
these followers of Jesus.  You are God’s elect.  You are 
God’s chosen ones.  That meant two things.  God has 
rescued you from your sins because he loves you.  But it 
also meant something else: God has chosen you because 
he wants to work through you to bring the salvation of 
Jesus to the rest of the world.  Yes, you are spiritual exiles 
— but you are God’s chosen.

So from the very start of this letter, Peter is saying, “Don’t 
forget who you are.”  Yes, you may feel spiritually 
displaced, but the reason you are spiritually displaced is 
because you are God’s chosen ones.  Yes, you may feel 
different, but you are honored to be different because you 
belong to the Lord above all Lords.  Yes, you may be 
rejected by people because of your faith, but you are 
treasured by the King of all Kings.  The world may name 
you as strange or rejected or foolish, but don’t forget what 
the Lord has named you: chosen.



Over the past decade the Bourne film series has grossed 
over 1-½ billion dollars in theaters worldwide.  In the first 
movie, the Bourne Identity, Jason Bourne is a CIA agent 
who has suffered amnesia and is trying to figure out just 
who exactly he is.  At one point he has hitched a ride with a 
young woman named Marie through the mountains of 
Switzerland.  He’s running from the police, but he’s not 
even sure why.  He tries to keep quiet about his situation 
until the frustration overwhelms him.  Finally, he turns to 
Marie and says desperately, “I don’t know who I am or 
where I am going.”

Peter pleads, “Don’t forget your identity.”  That’s the word 
we need to hear from the Lord today: Don’t forget your 
identity.  Don’t forget who you are or you’ll forget where 
you’re going.  Please listen closely: if you forget that you 
are God’s chosen one, you will let this culture squeeze you 
into its mold.  You’ll become just like everyone else.  You’ll 
adopt their values, mimic their lifestyle, and worship their 
gods.  Just cultural American Christians.  

But that’s not just for each of us — it’s for all of us here at 
ReyNaz.  If we forget who we are, we won’t know where 
we’re going.  We’ll just be a church focused on ourselves…  
making ourselves comfortable, keeping the status quo, 
keeping our belief that Jesus is Lord safely within this 
sanctuary.  But our identity is God’s chosen ones, which 
means he wants to work through us to bring the salvation 
of Jesus to the rest of the world.  People of ReyNaz — let’s 
own our identity.

Then Peter says, “Do you want to know how valuable and 
important you are to what God wants to get done in the 
world?  I’ll tell you how valuable and important you are!  
The whole Trinity has gotten into the act!”  

*You have been chosen according to the foreknowledge of 
God.  Which means something like, let me tell you how 
valuable you are to God.  Long before you knew God, he 
knew you and he was pursuing you.

*You have been chosen through the sanctifying work of the 
Spirit.  Which means something like, let me tell you how 
valuable you are to God.  God has sent his very own Spirit, 
the Holy Spirit, into your life to reshape you into a person 
with the character and lifestyle of his Kingdom.

*You have been chosen to be obedient to Jesus Christ and 
sprinkled with his blood.  Which means something like this, 
let me tell you how valuable you are to God.  Back in the 
Old Testament after God gave the people his 
commandments, Moses built an altar at the foot of the 
mountain and they offered all these sacrifices on that altar.  
Then Moses took half the blood and threw it against the 
altar.  That blood spoke to the people, “Through these 
sacrifices you are forgiven of your sins and accepted by 
God.”  Then he read God’s commandments to the people 
and sprinkled the other half of the blood over them.  And 
they said, “We are God’s blood-bought people.  We will 
obey all that the Lord has said to us.”



Communion: we are blood-bought people.  Through his 
blood shed on the cross, Jesus says, You are forgiven and 
accepted.  And as his blood is sprinkled over us, we say 
back, We are your blood-bought people.  You are our King.  
Our allegiance isn’t to Caesar but to You.  We will obey all 
that you, our King, have said to us.

So come, people of Jesus.  Come and be sprinkled by the 
blood.  Come, repent of the ways you have been let this 
world squeeze you into its mold and receive forgiveness.  
Come offer yourself to your King.  Come, own your identity 
as blood-bought people.  

Prayer, then invite people to come forward

Sing “I’m no longer a slave to fear
I am a child of God”

Benediction:  
Grace and peace be yours in abundance.
May the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit give you grace 
and peace to live with your feet here — in your home, 
your neighborhood, your school, your workplace — 
but with your hearts there — in the kingdom of Jesus.


