1 PETER
(1) Introduction

This letter is traditionally attributed to the apostle Peter (1:1), an elder who was an eyewitness to the sufferings of Christ (5:1). He has as a companion his “son” Mark (5:13). Silvanus (Silas: 5:12) was Peter’s amanuensis (writer).

It was almost certainly written from Rome – designated “Babylon” (5:13) – just before the outbreak of the persecution under Nero. The letter is written in large part to encourage Christians in the face of persecution at the hands of the pagan populace (4:12; cf. 5:9), with the possibility of official persecution because they were Christians (4:15ff). This would soon occur under Nero. The letter is addressed to exiles of the dispersion in the provinces of Asia (1:1) but internal evidence points to them being Gentile Christians (2:10; 4:3). The letter was almost certainly meant to be passed around the many gatherings of believers. Although written to meet practical needs, to strengthen Christians in suffering and not to give doctrinal instruction, it is widely seen as a teaching letter because the Christian life is grounded in Christian truth and this letter is especially rich in truth

(2) Temporal Dualism 
The language expressing the dualism found in the Gospels and in Paul – this age and the age to come – as well as references to the Kingdom of God, are lacking. Present however, is the eschatological tension between the present and the future, which is both chronological and soteriological. The death of Christ is not just an event that promises eschatological salvation; it is itself the object of messianic prophecy. The eschatological glory is inseparably related to the sufferings of Christ (1:11). This strong emphasis on the fulfillment of prophecy means that in some real sense the messianic age has begun. The death of Christ was not just an historical event but was an event predestined by God before the foundation of the world (1:20). By His death Christ has inaugurated ‘these last times’ (1:20).

(3) The Resurrection of Christ

The resurrection of Christ is eschatological in character because the resurrected Christ has gone into heaven and is now ‘at God’s right hand – with angels, authorities and powers in submission to him’ (3:22). Christ has entered into His messianic role at God’s right hand, where ‘he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet’ (1 Corinthians 15:25). In Christ’s messianic reign there is a tension between the already and the not yet. We know Peter regards the present as the beginning of the eschatological (messianic) era because he describes salvation as an eschatological inheritance ‘to be revealed in the last time’ (1:5) and Jesus’ historical time on earth as ‘in these last times’ (1:20; cf. Acts 2:17; Hebrews 1:2).

Christ’s resurrection is more than a past event. It is the event by which all who believe can, since it occurred, enter into newness of life through the gospel (1:23). God has not only released newness of life in Christ’s resurrection but releases newness of life to all who respond to His word. Peter sees the Christian life as the inner transforming power of Christ.

But the world remains an evil place. The devil ‘prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour’ (5:8). Because the Christian in the world is someone subject to persecution and suffering, salvation is a matter of hope. God has ‘given us new birth into a living hope’ (1:3). What happens in the new birth is only the first work; the last work will be an inheritance – a salvation kept in heaven (1:5)

(4) Eschatology
Peter does not use the term parousia but speaks several times of the revelation (apokalypsis) of Christ (1:7,13; 4:13; see also 5:4). God has already bestowed the messianic glory on the ascended Christ (1:21). This is the same messianic glory that will be disclosed at the revelation of Christ (4:13) and which Christians, afflicted in this world, will share (5:1,10). This eschatological blessing is an inheritance (1:4), a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time (1:5), the salvation of our souls (1:9), a crown of glory (1:4) and is the goal of prophetic teaching (1:10), But it will also be a day of visitation (2:12: judgement). While the eschatological inheritance is seen as already existing and being kept in heaven (1:4), it is not thought of as a blessing entered at death. It is a blessing that will be revealed from heaven at the return of Christ from heaven (1:5).

Peter mentions nothing of the resurrection of believers, nor of the nature of the eschatological Kingdom. His main concern is with the importance of Christian hope to help believers meet suffering in this life victoriously. Peter regards the end as near (4:7). Christians have only a little while to suffer before Christ will deliver them (5:10). As with John, Peter has a two-fold dualism – a contrast between the present evil situation and the future eschatological era, and a contrast between the present evil world and heaven above. Eschatological salvation means the descent of the present heavenly blessings to believers on earth. So there is a tension between the present and the future, and between the below and the above

(5) The Contrast between the Evil World and Heaven
The contrast between the evil world and heaven is particularly strong in Peter’s thinking. Peter speaks of the world (kosmos) twice, where it means creation (1:20) or the inhabited world (5:9). But the context is the idea of an evil world, hostile to Christ and therefore to Christians. The world is the world of those devoted to sinful living (4:3). He has in mind the degraded, corrupt pagan society in the midst of which Christians find themselves. His readers have been delivered from a drunken, carousing lifestyle and their friends are surprised (4:4). Denying the world in Peter is not denial of the physical world but denial of the evil society whose practices they once shared, and from which they have been ransomed (1:18,19). Against this background, Christians are to regard themselves as aliens and exiles in the world (2:11). As the people of God they are to see themselves as holy (1:15), a holy priesthood (2:5), a chosen race and a holy nation (2:9). They have been made holy by the sprinkling of Christ’s blood (1:2; cf. Exodus 24:8). When Peter quotes Leviticus 11:44,45 ‘Be holy because I am holy’ (1:15) the root idea is that as Israel was set apart from all nations to be the people of God, so the church is the new people of God, and stands in contrast to the world. Holiness basically means dedication, separation to God. The church is in the world but regards it and its evil customs as hostile to the Christian life. Yet he encourages submission to the institutions of the world – citizens to the state (2:13,14), wives to their husbands (3:1) and slaves to their masters (2:18)

(6) God

Peter’s concept of God contains the raw materials of Trinitarian theology but presented practically more than theoretically. His emphasis is in particular reference to the Christian’s difficulty in the world and the sufferings that follow. His introduction contains references to God the Father, the Holy Spirit, and Jesus Christ (1:2). He has a strong emphasis on the sovereignty and transcendence of God. Christians have come into the people of God not by their choice but because they have been chosen by the Father, sanctified – set apart by the Holy Spirit, that they might live in obedience to Jesus Christ (1:2), having been sanctified – set apart, by the sprinkling of Christ’s blood (1:2)

(7) Human Suffering
The most important emphasis in Peter’s thought about God relates to His providence in human suffering. The sufferings are the sufferings people are called upon to endure because they are Christians (1:6). They face false accusations and insults (2:21,23) that are a ‘painful trial’ (4:12). They may suffer simply because they are Christians (4:16). This is not ‘something strange’ (4:12) but the normal experience of believers in an evil society (5:9). Although trials can be attributed to Satan (5:8) they are still part of God’s will (3:17). God is the righteous judge both of the world and of His people. So ‘those who suffer according to God’s will should commit themselves to their faithful Creator and continue to do good’ (4:19).

In suffering Christians are doing no more than following Christ’s example and participating in His sufferings (4:13). This is an essential element of the Christian life. ‘To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps’ (2:21). In this context Peter emphasises the meekness of Christ. ‘When they hurled insults at him, he did not retaliate… Instead he entrusted himself to him who judges justly’ (2:23). Jesus’ own words to His disciples about taking up their cross (Mark 8:34) pointed clearly to a willingness to share Jesus’ sufferings, even to the point of death.

Because Christian suffering is according to God’s will and only follows Christ’s example, the Christian’s response should not be passivity but rejoicing. Suffering proves the validity and reality of Christian faith even through the fires of testing (1:6,7). Suffering even has a sanctifying influence: ‘… he who has suffered in his body is done with sin’ (4:1). Those who have suffered because they are Christians have obviously broken with their old sinful lives and suffer because they won’t go back to their old lifestyle (4:3,4). This suffering is a testimony to the change in a person’s life from pagan to Christian conduct. In view of all this Peter exhorts his readers to ‘humble yourselves … under God’s mighty hand… Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you’ (5:6,7). Peter sees the suffering his readers are going through as having a positive role in God’s will for their Christian life.

(8) Christology
Although Peter does not speak of Christ as ”the Son” his opening statement, placing Christ on a par with the Father, demands a belief in His unique sonship. Peter regards Christ as ‘the Lord’ (:3,13; 3:15). His concern is practical – the relationship of believers to Christ as their Lord. The Father is also the Lord (1:25; 3:12). Peter applies to Jesus as Lord statements that in the Old Testament refer to God the Father (2:3 cf. Psalm 34:8)

(9) Atonement
In Peter’s opening sentence he mentions the blood of Christ (1:2) as bringing about the believer’s sanctification and becoming part of the people of God. The ‘precious blood of Christ’ (1:19) is the means of ransoming sinners from their sinful lives. In his death Christ ‘bore our sins in his body on the tree’ (2:24). This is an allusion to Isaiah 53:12 ‘For he bore the sin of many.’ This means Christ took the blame for our sins, suffering the curse that is the penalty for sin – separation from God. He endured the consequences of our sins. Peter’s concern is practical. The effect of Christ’s atoning death is ‘that we might die to sins and live for righteousness’ (2:24). The word for ‘die’ (apoginomai) is not the usual word used by Paul and means ‘to be done with, not to partake of.’ Peter’s concern is not primarily with the removal of guilt as it is with the change of life believers’ experience.

Peter says Christ died for sins ‘once for all’ (3:18), the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring us to God (3:18). Only the death of Christ can bring sinful humans into the people of God

(10) The Church


Peter sees the church as the true Israel. The old Israel has stumbled at the one God chose to be the cornerstone for His spiritual Temple. ‘They stumble because they disobey the message’ (2:8). This is part of God’s providential hand. ‘They stumble … which is also what they were destined for’ (2:8). Israel’s place has been taken by the church, who are ‘a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation’ (2:9). They are the true temple of God, as living stones being built into a spiritual house (2:5). They are also a holy priesthood, replacing the Old Testament priesthood, and ‘offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God’ (2:5). Peter, like Paul (Romans 9:25,26), applies to the church words that in their Old Testament context refer to the future conversion of Israel (Hosea 1:10) ‘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’ (2:10 cf. Hosea 2:23)

1 Peter reflects a simple organisation of the church. It is ruled by elders (5:1) whom Peter encourages to ‘be shepherds of God’s flock’ (5:2) in discipline and doctrine. Christ is the ‘Shepherd and Overseer (episkopos) of your souls’ (2:25).

(11) The Descent into Hades
Christ was ‘put to death in the body but made alive by the Spirit’ (3:18). Some Bible versions have ‘spirit’ rather than ‘Spirit.’ Is the spirit Christ’s spirit in contrast to His body, or the Holy Spirit? If the first, the idea being presented is of a “spiritual resurrection” in contrast to the resurrection of the body. But this would be in contrast to the early church’s belief that the resurrection was a bodily resurrection, albeit a body transformed by the Holy Spirit. It is probably better then to take body and spirit, not as two parts of Christ, but two different ways of seeing the whole Christ. Body (flesh) is the human sphere of existence; Spirit is Christ in His heavenly existence.

The passage that follows is problematic ‘through whom also he went  and preached to the spirits in prison who disobeyed long ago when God patiently waited in the days of Noah while the ark was being built’ (3:19,20). There have been three major interpretations of this scripture. The oldest interpretation is that in the intermediate state, Christ in the Spirit went and preached the gospel to the spirits of dead people imprisoned in Hades, who either lived in the days of Noah or in the time before Christ. This view soon lost favour, in part because it suggested the possibility of salvation after death. A second view, held by Augustine and many Reformers, holds that Christ in His pre-existent state preached the gospel through Noah to Noah’s living contemporaries. The third view, most widely accepted today, is that in the intermediate state, Christ proclaimed the victory of the gospel to fallen angels imprisoned in Hades (cf. Jude 6). The word translated ‘preached’ (kerusso) means ‘to be a herald’ or ’making a proclamation.’ The likelihood then is that Jesus was not making an offer of salvation but was triumphantly announcing that through His death and resurrection, He had broken the power of the spirit world
(12) The Christian Life
In relation to the Christian life, Peter has two main emphases. The first is holding on in suffering. Suffering is the normal experience of Christians because the world is an alien land to them. Suffering must be endured patiently, and even with rejoicing, because it occurs under the providential hand of God, brings added blessings with it, and gives assurance of sharing Christ’s future glory (4:13). 

The second is good behaviour (agathopoieo = to do good) mentioned by Peter four times (2:15,20; 3:6,17) but not ever used by Paul. This ‘doing good’ is not the good works of Jewish legalism, but is righteous conduct in contrast to pagan sinfulness (4:2). This good behaviour is itself a witness to unbelievers even if it frustrates their hostility (2:15). It can bring them to Christ (3:1) and includes a right relationship to other people, and submissiveness to the established institutions of the state (2:13,15), family (3:1,6), and even of slaves to masters (2:18). The Christian life is to express itself in true love toward fellow Christians (1:22) and in compassion and humility (3:8; 5:6)

This study is largely a summary of ‘A Theology of the New Testament’ by G.E.Ladd. Revised Edition edited by D.A.Hagner (William Eerdman’s Publishing Company: Grand Rapids, Michigan) 1988, Chapter 42 ‘First Peter’
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