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May 29, 2011 - 1 Peter 2:4-12 
 

We Are a Holy Nation 
Pastor Larry Adams 

 
. . . in our identity series called “Living as a Holy Nation.”  Last week we saw we are chosen people.  This 
week, a holy nation.  You can see that I’ve skipped over royal priesthood.  Lord willing, we’ll be doing that 
in a couple of weeks.  Today we’re going to be looking at the difference a holy nation makes, a people set 
apart for God, and the difference we can make in the world today.   
 
Our nation, America, was founded as a Christian nation.  Make no mistake about it.  You cannot read 
world history -- you cannot read American history without coming away from a very clear understanding 
that our founders understood this to be a nation that would be a light shining on a hill that could not be 
hidden.  That knowledge and awareness of being that holy nation to make a difference came from the 
scriptures.  Today I’d like to read I Peter 2 as we set the context beginning in verse 4: 
 

4 As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to 
him— 5 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. 6 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.”  
 

 7 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,” 

 8 and,  
“A stone that causes people to stumble  
and a rock that makes them fall.” 
 

They stumble because they disobey the message—which is also what they were destined for.  
 9 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. 10 
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.  

 
11 Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to abstain from sinful desires, 
which wage war against your soul. 12 Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they 
accuse you of wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us. 

 
Let’s pray for a moment. 
 

Father, this word is to be in our hearts and in our minds.  It is to shape our thoughts our actions 
and our everyday lives.  We realize as proud as we are to be Americans that there is only one 
kingdom that will last forever.  But because we are citizens of heaven, part of that holy nation, we 
can be better citizens of earth.  I pray today, God, you will help us to see what's at stake and the 
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difference living as a holy nation can really make, and we'll thank you, God.  In Jesus’ name, 
Amen. 

 
Chuck Colson, in his book A Dangerous Grace, was telling about a time when the communist tyrants held 
power in Poland.  They were ordering all crosses to be removed from classroom walls, factories, and 
hospitals, all public institutions.  But the Polish people rose up in a wave of protest, and all across the 
land government officials backed down.  Yet in one small town, officials were determined to prevail.  They 
insisted on taking down the crosses hanging in a school classroom.  Students responded by staging a sit-
in.  Heavily armored riot police chased them out.  Can you imagine?  The government says, “I don’t want 
crosses in your schools,” and it’s the students that rise up in protest.  Then the students, nearly 3,000 of 
them, carried the crosses to a nearby church to pray.  The police surrounded the church.  Violence was 
averted only when photographs of the confrontation were flashed around the globe sparking wide-spread 
protest. 
 
Compare that story to events in our own country.  In 1963, the Supreme Court banned prayer from public 
schools.  Many people took the decision as a signal that religion was no longer welcome in public places.  
One small town was enmeshed in lawsuits for years: Zion, Illinois, founded at the turn of the century as a 
religious community.  Streets still bear names like Ezekiel, Gideon, Galilee.  The city seal bears a cross 
along with other Christian symbols.  Chuck Colson said, “I should say it used to bear a cross.”  The seal 
came under the scrutiny of a group called American Atheists.  Their Illinois director took the City of Zion to 
court demanding that the seal be purged of its cross.  After years of court battles, the American Atheists 
finally won.  The crosses had been removed from city stationery and police cruisers, but what is this 
resounding silence that we hear?  Where is the outcry that greeted Polish authorities when they tried to 
remove crosses throughout their country?  The courts say that the state must maintain strict neutrality 
toward religion, but removing religious symbols from public places is not neutrality.  On the contrary, it 
sends a highly negative message that religion is something shameful, embarrassing, or at least strictly 
private.   
 
Colson said, “We’ve come a long way from the day of the American founders who regarded religious 
freedom as the first liberty.”  What they meant was that without the liberty to express our most 
fundamental beliefs, all other liberties inevitably crumble.  Alas, today, the people of Poland seemed to 
understand that better than we do here in America, but it wasn't always that way.  America really was 
founded as a Christian nation.  As I mentioned, you can't read world history or American history -- the true 
world history and American history and the words of our founders without realizing that in their hearts 
burned this desire as John Winthrop once said, “To create a nation that would be a city on a hill that could 
not be hidden.”  That's why so many of the writings of our founders are not taught in American history 
anymore, because if they were, our educators would have a very difficult time explaining the America of 
today and the America of our founding.  They're two very different nations.   
 
There are many today who aren’t even aware that America was founded as a Christian nation.  They’ve 
tried to make us believe that the signers of the Declaration were purely Deists.  Of the 53 signers, I 
believe two of them claimed to be Deists.  In fact, when you read the writings of the people who signed 
that declaration, and some of the early founders of our nation, it is overwhelming of their devotion to 
Jesus Christ in their desire to see his will done in this new land.   
 
What impact did they have upon our nation?  Well, at the turn of the 19th century, after we’d fought a 
revolutionary war, America’s Christianity was so intricately woven into its fabric it was indistinguishable 
from government and daily moral life.  In 1831, the French historian Alexis Tocqueville came to America 
to discover its greatness.  He had been part of a nation that would fight a revolution, and at the end of that 
revolution would come an anarchy.  America fought a revolution, and it resulted in a functioning 
democracy.  Tocqueville came to study our prison systems, our government systems, our school 
systems, whatever it was that would make America great.  In 1835, he published a two volume work that 
is still used today to teach American history.  It is called Democracy in America.  In that book, he simply 
states that when he came to America to see the source of America's greatness, he looked into our 
business and our commerce, and he did not find it there.  He looked into our schools and our universities, 
and he did not find it there.  He looked into our agriculture and our great natural resources, and he did not 
find it there.  He looked into our documents and our political system and our administrative form of 
government, and he did not find it there.  But then he said, “I looked into the churches of America, and 
there I found the secret to America's greatness.”  In his book Democracy of America listen to the 
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summary of how a Frenchman viewed America as he toured around for nine months investigating what 
made America great.  This is a quote: 
 

Moreover, almost all the sects or denominations of the United States are comprised within the 
great unity of Christianity.  And Christian morality is everywhere the same.  In the United States, 
the sovereign authority is religious, and consequently hypocrisy must be common, but there is no 
country in the world in which the Christian religion retains a greater influence over the souls of 
men than America.  And there could be no greater proof of its utility and of its conformity to 
human nature than its influence is most powerfully felt over the most enlightened and free nation 
of earth.  The Americans combine the notions of Christianity and of liberty so intimately in their 
minds that it is impossible to make them conceive of one without the other. 

 
Tocqueville concluded that what made America great was America was good.  And America was good 
because they believed and followed the good God who revealed himself in the person of Jesus.  “And 
never on the face of the earth,” he said, “had there been a nation so founded and deeply rooted in 
Christianity to the point it affected everything they did.”  He came away and wrote a book called 
Democracy in America.  He’d never seen anything like it.  Where that America of today?  For I assure you 
if Alexa Tocqueville came here today and studied our institutions, he would not see America was 
excelling in greatness but an America that is in decline because we have sought to put our greatness in  
all those institutions where he said at that time greatness could not be found. 
 
On this Memorial Day weekend as we remember the lives of those who have served and sacrificed their 
lives to defend our nation, and as we applaud and stand for songs like “I'm Proud To Be An American,” 
we need to be reminded of what being an American really means.  And, yes, some day all geopolitical 
kingdoms of earth are going to be gone, including America.  And there will be one nation under God, a 
holy nation comprised of people of every nation, tribe, language, and tongue who have called on the 
name of Jesus.  But our founders understood that if America was to be great, it must be founded by 
people who see themselves as the people of God and who are unashamed to live their lives as a holy 
nation under God.  They didn’t learn that by their own invention, they learned it from the scriptures.   
 
The Apostle Peter declared that it was part of our Christian identity as a holy nation.  He said in verse 9, 
“You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation of 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.”  That word “holy” means “set apart, different, distinct, nation 
can be ethnos, any kind of a group of people.  We are to be a group of people associated by holiness, set 
apart to be God's people in whatever country or whatever community we may find ourselves.  As 
Christians we have a new identity.  We are a holy nation.  And Christians don't live for themselves 
anymore, but they give their lives to be set apart by God and to be lived for God as God's people.  As 
believers we may say that we are Americans or British or Saudi Arabian, or we may be from whatever 
geopolitical nation you want to name, but we are Christians first so that whatever country we are a part of 
can be influence by the greatness of Christ himself.  We are a holy nation called to live for God; that's our 
identity.  That's who we are.   
 
God has called us to live as a holy nation as God's people.  What does that involve?  Well, living faithful 
to our citizenship and living faithful to our calling.  We are a holy nation living faithful to our citizenship.  
Peter said in 1 Peter 2 verse 9, “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.”  Our citizenship arises 
out of the awareness that we are a part of something bigger than ourselves, and we see ourselves as 
responsible for its wellbeing.   
 
This last week I was out jogging through our neighborhood as I do regularly.  And I went through one of 
our local parks.  When I came to the parking lot there was an unusually large amount of trash strewn all 
over the parking lot.  It was very early in the morning, no big deal, I just started picking it up and throwing 
it in a trashcan.  Unbeknownst to me, there was an older couple walking down a path watching this, and  
when they approached me the guy said to me, “So I see you're taking union jobs.”  [laughter] 
 
I said, “What?” 
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He said, “I see you’re out taking union jobs.” 
 
I said, “Well, I don’t know about that, I’m just picking up trash.” 
 
And this is what he said.  “I’m going to call the city and tell them you're taking union jobs.” 
 
Now, I couldn’t tell if he was kidding or serious.  And I thought, you know, “It doesn’t matter.”  So I said to 
him, “Well, go ahead.  If anybody calls me I’m going to tell them citizenship trumps unions.”  [applause] 
 
This was probably more the guy was asking for, but he hit me on a bad day [laughter].  And I said to him, 
“I'm a citizen.  This is my community; therefore, this my park.  And I'm more responsible for what happens 
here than any union will ever be.”  And then I said, “As a citizen I can complain about the slobs who leave 
this mess, or I can be a citizen and pick it up.”  Now, people, I’m not sharing that with you to make myself 
cast in some good light or bad light or any light because it’s not about me, and that's the point.  It’s about 
being a part of something.  It’s about being a citizen of something.  Part of citizenship is ownership and 
belonging, taking responsibility for what’s there and its wellbeing.  It’s about what I belong to, and as a 
citizen I belong to this nation, I belong to a state, I belong to a city, I belong to a neighborhood.  As a 
citizen, I’m called to live true to my citizenship.  That's what Peter was reminding these Christians of.  
When it comes to your identity as a Christian, remember you're a holy nation and therefore called to live 
as a citizen of that nation.  It’s the same principle of identity that Paul was teaching the Philippian church 
when he wrote in Philippians 3:17: 
 

17Join with others in following my example, brothers, and take note of those who live according to 
the pattern we gave you.  18I have often told you before and now say again even with tears, many 
live as enemies of the cross of Christ.  19Their destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach, 
and their glory is in their shame.  Their mind is on earthly things.  20But our citizenship is in 
heaven.  And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, 21who, by the power 
that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they 
will be like his glorious body. 4:1Therefore, my brothers, you whom I love and long for, my joy and 
crown, that is how you should stand firm in the Lord, dear friends!” 

 
By that one statement, “our citizenship is in heaven,” by that one statement of identity, God divided all of 
humanity into two groups: those who belong to the kingdom of heaven, and those who belong to the 
kingdom of earth.  And those who belong to the kingdom of earth demonstrate the marks of their earthly 
citizenship.  What are those marks?  Philippians 3:18, “For as I have often told you before, and I'll say 
again even with tears, many live as enemies of the cross of Christ.  Their destiny is destruction, their god 
is their stomach, and their glory is in their shame.  Their mind is on earthly things.”  They live as enemies 
of the cross of Christ.  It doesn't necessarily mean that they oppose Christianity, in fact many who live as 
enemies of the cross of Christ profess to be followers of Jesus, but the way they live shows that they 
really don't belong to Jesus.  They don’t live for his priorities. They don’t live for his kingdom.  They don’t 
live to obey him or to honor him or to glorify him.  They live their lives opposed to the message of the 
cross.  They do not live to exalt Christ or to advance his gospel.  Therefore, they're not really saved most 
likely.  “Their destiny is destruction,” Paul said.  That is not a description of heaven.  They lived to serve 
and satisfy their own physical appetites.  Their god is their stomach, literally “belly.”  It’s a word meaning 
“their carnal appetites, their physical being.”  That's what they live for, that's what they exalt.  They live for 
the god of self.  They exalt and magnify the very things they ought to be ashamed of.  Their glory is in 
their shame.   
 
There was at least one maybe two Christians who were finalists in the American Idol competition this 
year.  I only watched a little bit of the last two episodes.  We were watching the finale the other night to 
see who would win and we had to turn off the television because what was being displayed on the screen 
was absolutely shameful.  There was a whole audience of 7,000 people applauding and standing, 
glorying in their shame.  And we don’t even bat an eye at it.  Their mind is on earthly things.  But those 
who citizenship is in heaven live very different lives, holy lives set apart for God.  “Our citizenship is in 
heaven,” Paul said, “and we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, who by the power 
that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be 
like his glorious body.  Therefore my brothers, you whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, that is 
how you should stand firm in the Lord, dear friends!” 
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People, make no mistake about it, I'm not talking about a legalism that says you can’t ever watch a 
television show.  After those offensive things were over, we turned it back on to see if there was anything 
we could watch that would be glorifying.  The point that I'm trying to make is this, people who do not live 
for the kingdom of heaven are not living true to their citizenship, and that's reflected in what they think, 
what they say, how they live, and what they do.  Paul said we’re citizens of heaven.  What marks their 
lives?  Well, “they acknowledge Jesus as their savior,” he said, “and they eagerly await his coming from 
heaven.”  They are engaged in earth, but their mind and heart is in heaven.  They profess Jesus as Lord, 
and they live to honor him as such.  They don’t idly stand by when all the vestiges of their faith are being 
stripped away from the public arena.   
 
There was a time when you stood up and said, “Hey, this is what we’re about.  This is what we do.”  
That’s why today in Washington D.C. you can’t go through that city, not to any memorial, not to any 
building, you can’t even go on the Supreme Court and see where the justices sit without having constant 
and repeated references to God, to Christ, and to the scriptures.  It’s everywhere because our founders 
understood that you live to honor Jesus as Lord.   
 
“They lived looking forward to the day when they will be transformed to be like Jesus, and they don't 
waver,” Paul said in Chapter 4:1 of Philippians.  “They stand firm along with all their brothers and sisters.  
They are citizens of heaven.  A holy nation set apart for God in the world,” which is why Peter referred to 
himself and others as “aliens and strangers in the world.”   
 
1 Peter 2:11, “Dear friends, I urge you as aliens and strangers in the world to abstain from sinful desires 
which war against your soul.” 
 
People, if you consider yourself to be a Christian today, what citizenship would your conduct mark you as: 
a citizen of heaven or a citizen of earth?  One of the early church fathers, Augustine, once said, “Our 
citizenship in God's kingdom should make us the best citizens of earth not because we are more patriotic 
or wise minded, but because we do out of obedience to God what others do only if they are forced.  What 
made so many of our founding fathers such great citizens of earth was that so many of them recognized 
that they were first and foremost citizens of heaven.  We are a holy nation, God's people, his church, 
called to declare the praises of him who called us out of darkness into his wonderful light.  And not only 
faithful to our citizenship, but we are a holy nation living faithful to our calling.  Peter said in verse 9: 
 

But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation of 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.   
 
Dear friends, I urge you as aliens and strangers in the world to abstain from sinful desires, which 
war against your soul.  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 he visits us. 

 
I want you to go back to that phrase “that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of 
darkness into his wonderful light.”  
 
Last October when the San Francisco Giants won the World Series, there were articles written about 
them all over the world.  David Waldstein wrote an article in the New York Times about a man who helped 
the Giants win the World Series.  You've probably never heard his name.  You’ve probably never seen his 
picture.  David Waldstein said this in his article: 
 

In the realm of sports superstars, Mike Murphy plays a small but essential role for his pro 
baseball team, the San Francisco Giants.  Recently he helped the Giants win their first World 
Series in 52 years, and Mike was on the job for the entire 52-year journey.  But you won't find his 
name on the scoreboard.  You won't see him endorsing new products for millions of dollars for 
advertisement.  He’ll never make it into the Baseball Hall of Fame.  “Murph,” as they call him, has 
been with the team since 1958 starting as the team’s batboy before moving up to his role as the 
Clubhouse Attendant, and finally the Equipment Manager.  Throughout his 52 years of faithful 
service, Murph has worked behind the scenes cleaning shoes and ordering bats so that his much 
more famous teammates could achieve success.   
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And, according to Waldstein's article in the New York Times, he said, “If anyone embodies the 52-year 
endurance test the San Francisco Giants underwent to reach baseball’s summit, it is Mike Murphy.”  
That's one reason, if you remember, why the owner of the team handed the World Series trophy to Mike 
Murphy to present to his ecstatic players who had just come off the field.  During that riotous post game 
celebration, suddenly Mike Murphy wasn't there.  He had turned to a clubhouse attendant and pointed to 
some bags.  There was equipment to be loaded on a truck.  Murphy was back at work while the rest of 
the team was celebrating.  Apparently, being equipment manager for the San Francisco Giants is not just 
a job for Mike Murphy, it’s a calling.  He is a San Francisco Giant.  He is a part of the team and as such 
he does his part faithfully fulfilling his calling.  The church is a team and each of us are called by God to 
be a part of it.  Together with brothers and sisters around the world, we make up a holy nation.  Mike 
Murphy’s example is a good reminder of how Christians are to be faithful to their calling.   
 
Peter reminded these believers that being a Christian wasn't just a lifestyle change, it was a calling to be 
something different.  It was a calling to be a holy nation for God.  “You are a holy nation . . . that you may 
declare the praises of him who called you.”  The word “called” is literally the word “vocation,” it means to 
summon to a vocation.  He called us to a life vocation of living as a holy nation of people set apart to 
declare his praises in what they say and how they live.  We may be a pastor, a homemaker, or an 
engineer, or as a business person.  We may have a trade or be a cook, a copper or candlestick maker. 
What we do for a living is called our job.  What we do for a life is called our vocation.  We may work many 
jobs in our lives, but we have one vocation.  We share that vocation with every single Christian on the 
planet.  We are called to live as a holy nation as God's people, obediently living for him and serving him 
for the praise of his glory.  And we are to do it faithfully.  That's why the Bible says so much about our 
calling. 
 
In Ephesians 1:18 it’s called “his calling.”  In Philippians 3:14 it’s called “a high calling.”  In Hebrews 3:1 
it’s called “a heavenly calling,” and in 2 Timothy 1:9 it’s called “a holy calling.”  “His calling.” “A high 
calling.” “A heavenly calling.” “A holy calling.”  No wonder Paul told the Ephesian church that they were to 
walk worthy of that calling.  It is never to be taken lightly.  In the book of Ephesians, the book of applied 
Christianity in the New Testament, for the first three chapters we learn what a real Christian is. A real 
Christian is someone who has the living Christ living in them.  They cannot be the same as they were 
when he was not there.  There is a difference.  And then he tells how real Christians live beginning in 
Ephesians Chapter 4.  In the application section of how real Christians live begins like this in verse 1, “As 
a prisoner for the Lord then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received.”  Live a life 
worthy of your vocation - same word Peter used.  Living a life worthy is literally “bring up the balance of 
the beam” [raising both arms straight out level with shoulders] that's what the words mean [arms down].  
In other words, “Bring your walk [raising one arm straight out] in line with your talk [raised other arm, then 
down].  Bring your life [raising one arm] in line with your profession [raising other arm, then down].  Bring 
your conduct as he would call it in Philippians 1 [raising one arm] in line with your vocation [raising other 
arm, then down].  It doesn't mean you never sin or blow it, but it does mean that we don't go through life 
asking the question, “What's in it for me?”  “How is it going to affect me?”  “What sacrifice will it make from 
me?”  “How much of my time with it take?”  “What benefit will I get?”  We don't ask those questions.  It 
does mean that we say, “Lord, how will it benefit you and the kingdom, and are you asking me to do this 
as part of my calling?”  It doesn't mean we never sin or blow it.  It does mean we don't sin intentionally, 
and we seek to eliminate anything that would compromise our ability to be God's holy nation.  That's why 
Peter wrote in 1 Peter 1:13: 
 

13 Therefore, prepare your minds for action.  Be self controlled.  Set your hope fully on the grace 
to be given you when Jesus Christ is revealed. 14 As obedient children, do not conform to the evil 
desires you had when you lived in ignorance. 15 But just as he who called you is holy, so be holy 
in all you do; 16 for it is written: “Be holy, because I am holy.” 
 

Or in 1 Peter 2:4, “4As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and 
precious to him— 5you 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.”  
 
Or 1 Peter 2:11, “11 Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers, to abstain from sinful desires, which 
war against your soul. 12 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 he visits us.” 
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Live consistent with your identity is what Peter is telling them; your identity as a holy nation, living with a 
conduct faithful to our calling.  And, people, the motivation to do this has little to do with us; it has 
everything to do with God.  We care about how our lives reflect on him.   
 
John Winthrop, who was one of the founders of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, served as its governor for  
several terms throughout its existence.  He was Cambridge educated.  He was an attorney, Justice of the 
Peace.  He was one of the most dedicated Puritans that ever set foot upon these shores.  He had been 
persecuted in England for his Puritan beliefs.  He refused to be silent, and he was one of the ones who 
first coined the vision for America when he said that we are about to found a nation who will be a light 
shining on a hill that cannot be hidden.  Listen to what John Winthrop said when he was just 24 years old. 
This was recorded by Peter Marshall in his book The Light and the Glory.  John Winthrop said: 
 

I desire to make it one of my chief petitions to have that grace to be poor in spirit.  I will ever walk 
humbly before my God and meekly, mildly, and gently towards all men.  I do resolve, first, to give 
myself, my life, my wits, my health, my wealth to the service of my God and Savior who, by giving 
himself for me and to me, deserves whatsoever I am or can be to be at his commandment and for 
his glory. 

 
People, is it any wonder that men and women like this, coming to found a new nation that would be a light 
on a hill that could not be hidden, made such a profound impact in those early colonies?  What made so 
many of our founding fathers so faithful was not that they were perfect or uniquely gifted, they were 
sinners in need of a Savior, and they understood that.  What made them so impacting was that they took 
seriously their calling as Christians, preferring to die rather than compromise the name of Christ.  And 
when we as Christians live true to our identity, to our calling as a holy nation in our families, in our 
neighborhoods, in our workplace, and in the world, God can use our lives to transform the culture.   
 
I don't know if you’ve ever heard of Humaita Prison.  Historically it is known as one of the worst prisons 
with the worst prisoners anywhere in the world.  It’s in Brazil.  Things got so bad at Humaita Prison that 
they could not control the inmates.  The Brazilian government had made a decision that it had to be shut 
down.  The worst of the worst went to Humaita, and it was out of control.  Chuck Colson, President of 
Prison Fellowship, through all of his means and influence, asked for the right to come in and to take over 
the prison and run it on Christian principles.  What happened there, and if you go online today and look 
up Humaita Prison you'll see is still happening there, is incredibly remarkable.  It's a testimony to what the 
principles of living as a holy nation can do anywhere it's given the chance to be applied.   
 
In an article that appeared in Jubilee Magazine, Chuck Colson was relating about a time when he was at 
that time a recent guest on Bill Buckley's Firing Line television program.  He said: 
 

I had a chance to tell the audience about Humaita, a remarkable prison in Brazil operated by 
Prison Fellowship.  Humaita is a model of a Christian approach to corrections with religious signs 
and symbols visible everywhere, daily chapel services, and mentoring of inmates by Christian 
families.  The results are nothing short of astonishing.  Only two staff members are needed to 
oversee 750 inmates.   

 
Did you catch that?  Two staff.   750 inmates.   
 

And over the past 20 years only 4% of offenders released from Humaita have ever been 
rearrested.   

 
In America, by the way, if you look online as I did yesterday, you'll find the recidivism rate is 75% 
rearrested coming out of the prisons in America.  Four percent coming out one of the worst prisons in the 
world.   
 

The other participants on the program,” he said, “were clearly impressed with Humaita’s 
successes, but during a break I turned to the head of the Prison Project of the ACLU and asked 
what he would do if I tried to start a program like Humaita in the U.S.   

 
“I’d sue you of course,” he replied matter of factly.   
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That brief response pinpoints the core problem in our criminal justice system and in our public life 
as well.  Our courts are busily removing all visible remnants and reminders of Christian faith.  
Consider several striking contrasts.  When I visited Humaita, the first thing I saw was a plaque in 
the front courtyard that read, “God is the only guarantor of truth, justice, and love.”  But in 
America, plaques with the Ten Commandments or scripture verses are being removed from the 
walls of classrooms and courthouse.  In Humaita the cells are filled with paintings showing Christ 
on the cross and other religious images, but here in America religious images have been 
scrapped from history textbooks, crosses and creches are outlawed on public property.  Humaita 
inmates proudly express their faith by wearing crosses and T-shirts emblazoned with biblical 
messages, but in American public schools, children have been sent home for wearing religious 
jewelry or T-shirts with religious themes.  In Humaita’s chapel services, inmates sing hymns of 
praise and thanksgiving to God who delivered them from a life of crime, but Americans are 
forbidden from singing even traditional Christmas carols in public concerts.   
 
Don't we understand what were doing?  We suppress all public acknowledgment of religion and 
then wonder why religiously sanctioned moral commands no longer have the power to restrain 
antisocial behavior.  Religious signs and symbols play an important role in ordering society.  They 
penetrate beyond the cognitive faculties to the spiritual imagination.  Their public display 
expresses the society’s deepest beliefs, reinforcing a common commitment to civilizing virtues.  
When that public expression is forbidden, we lose a crucial means of instilling virtue in the next 
generation.  Young people without conscience are at the root of America's ever-escalating crime 
problem.   
 
Humaita demonstrates that religion is a more powerful curb on criminal behavior than the 
strongest manacles.  When a new inmate arrives, his chains are removed, and he is told, “In this 
place you are chained not by steel, but by the love of Christ.”  This explains why Humaita can 
operate with such a miniscule staff, and the rest of the security is provided by the prison inmates 
themselves.  And the system works.  Over the past 20 years now over more than 30, hundreds of 
prisoners have participated in the work release programs in the community, and only six have 
failed to return.  Not 6%, six total out of the hundreds that have been set free in the community to 
served.  Only six have not returned over all those years.  “The love of Christ,” he said, “is not only 
a restraint on lawlessness, but is also a motivation to good works.”  Unlike American prisons 
where inmates often spend the day listlessly watching television, Humaita hums with activity.  
Inmates perform practical work such as maintaining the prison grounds and wood working in the 
craft shop.  They take classes in literacy, biblical studies, technical skills, art, and music.  In short, 
Humaita gives vivid testimony that Christian faith can both restrain evil and inspire good, but it is 
a testimony that Americans are ignoring as they blindly tear down all public signs and symbols of 
faith.  When you read yet another news account of an assault on public displays of faith, take the 
opportunity to educate your fellow citizens at what is at stake.  Public behavior is only as civilized 
as the society’s public values.  And that is why, ironically, life is safer and more civilized among 
convicted thieves and murderers within the walls of Humaita Prison than on the streets of most 
American cities. 

 
Yesterday I “Googled” Humaita to see if these things are still holding up.  They are.  Even more so.  In 
fact one skeptic writer came to Humaita to see if it was really possible.  It says he was taken on a tour.  
He asked about solitary confinement.  “Do you ever have need for it anymore?  Do people ever rebel 
against the system?”   
 
The prisoner that was showing him around the prison who had keys to the front lot of the gate [laughter] 
said, “Yes, we have solitary confinement.  We use it all the time.  In fact we have someone in there now. 
Would you like to meet him?”  And they walked him down to the solitary confinement cell.  He put in the 
key and turned and it opened.  And inside was Jesus on the cross.  “He's doing time for our sin,” he said.  
“That’s why we live for him.” 
 
Peter said, “You're a holy nation that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness 
into his wonderful light.”  Our founding fathers understood what it would take to make America a light on a  
hill that could not be hidden.  That could not be hidden.   
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Tocqueville got it right.  America is great because America is good.  And America's goodness flows out of 
its Christianity.  And if America ever ceases to be good, it will cease to be great. I don't know if America 
will ever live as a holy nation again, but it can.  Our church can.  I can, and so can you because that's 
who we are.  That's who we were called to be, a holy nation of people belonging to God.  That’s why 
Peter said, “You're a holy nation that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness 
into his wonderful light,” a holy nation, the church of Jesus Christ to be his very presence in the world 
wherever we are.  People, that holy nation is a nation worth fighting for, and it’s a nation worth dying for. 
 

Father, I want to thank you today for this reminder.  In many ways, I pray you use it as a wake-up 
call in my own  . . . [unrecorded] . . .church of Jesus Christ made up of believers everywhere.  
May we live faithful to that calling.  We pray in Jesus’ name, Amen 


