First Peter

Introduction
Complied by Mark Dunagan
I.  Authorship:
Besides the direct statement in 1:1 ‘Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ’.  The author claims to have been an eyewitness of the sufferings of Christ (5:1).  Which gives added meaning to 1 Peter 2:23, when we realize that the author personally beheld the events described in that verse.   In addition, besides being an Apostle this writer was also an elder (5:1), therefore a man who was married and had believing children (1 Timothy 3:1-4).   Matthew and Paul, both record Peter as being married (Matthew 8:14-15; 1 Corinthians 9:5).  

Evidence can also be gained by looking at Second Peter:  a.  Second Peter claims to be a second letter (3:1 ‘This is now, beloved, the second letter I am writing to you’).  b.  The author of Second Peter witnessed the transfiguration (1:17-18), which only Peter, James and John beheld (Matthew 17:1-4). 

‘The earliest definite citation of 1 Peter outside the New Testament is found in Polycarp (died AD 155), Epistle to the Philippians.  Polycarp quotes 1 Peter several times..The first extant writing which quotes Peter by name is Irenaeus, Against Heresies (AD 182-188):  “Peter says in his epistle: ‘Whom, not seeing, you love; in whom, though now you see him not, you have believed, you shall rejoice with joy unspeakable’ (cf. 1 Pet. 1:8).’ 

Valuable lessons can be learned from the life of Peter:  1.  He was a man from a blue collar background, who was interested in spiritual things (Luke 5:10).  So much for the idea that Christianity is just for women, children and effeminate men.  2.  His Hebrew name was Simon or Symeon (John 1:41; Acts 15:14), which means ‘God has heard’.  Jesus gave Him the name ‘Peter’ (Greek), which means ‘a rock or stone’.  He is also called ‘Cephas’, which is Aramaic (John 1:42; 1 Cor. 15:5) and is the equivalent of ‘Peter’.   His father was named ‘John’ (John 1:42) or ‘Jonas’ (Matt. 16:17), and his brother was Andrew (John 1:40).  

The theme of First Peter is suffering and Peter, even previous to his death had endured his share of suffering.  In addition, Peter is a great example of how to recover from failure and how to handle humiliation.  Peter found himself rebuked by Jesus, and called ‘Satan’ (Matthew 16:23).  Guilty of denying the Lord three times, after promising complete loyalty to the very end (Matthew 26:35,69-75).  Being called on the carpet by the Jewish Christians in Jerusalem after having baptized the first Gentile converts (Acts 11:2).  And being rebuke by Paul, after finding himself caught up in playing the role of a hypocrite (Galatians 2:11-13).   This is truly a man with which we can identify!  And yet, this man never gave up.  He didn’t become resentful, he didn’t complain that the Church had failed him, he didn’t wallow in self-pity, he didn’t assume a false humility, ‘Why do I even try, I guess you are right—I am no good, I’m just not cut out to live the Christian life, no matter how hard I try---I will still end up lost.’

And how many of us try to excuse ourselves due to some negative personality trait?  Are we tempted to feel that something in our genes makes it more difficult for us to live the Christian life---than the next person?  In Peter we see the great lesson that genetics is a neutral factor.  A personality trait can neither be a help or hindrance.  The trait isn’t the issue, it’s how we use the trait.  Concerning Peter, the ISBE states, “He was hopeful, bold, confident, courageous, frank, impulsive, energetic, vigorous, strong…It is true that he was liable to change and inconsistency, and because of his peculiar temperament he sometimes appeared forward and rash (Matthew 16:22; Luke 8:45; 9:33)..’ (p. 2349)  The same outspokenness which landed Peter in trouble, is the same quality which could also glorify God (Matthew 16:16-17).  Peter’s questions allowed Jesus to give us tremendous teaching on needed subjects (Matthew 17:4; 18:21; 19:27).  One of the most impressive things about Peter is his sincere repentance when he sinned (Matthew 26:74).  God can use imperfect people.  And please note that my sins won’t destroy the Church—so long as I sincerely repent when I do sin.

To Whom The Letter Was Written:
1 Peter 1:1 ‘to those who reside as aliens, scattered throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia…’
The word ‘alien’ (sojourner ASV), denotes, ‘sojourning in a strange place, an exile’ (Vine p. 45).  The word ‘scattered’, is the same word used of the Jews who were dispersed outside of Palestine (John 7:35).  Hence some think that this letter was largely written to a audience of Christians from a Jewish background.  But the language of the letter indicates a large percentage of Christians who would have come from a Gentile background, especially passages such as 1 Peter 2:10 ‘for you once were not a people..’.  See also (1:14,18; 2:11; 4:3-4).  Hence the expression ‘aliens, scattered’ is a figurative way of describing Christians.  ‘Scattered among Gentiles, these Christians were strangers to the current world view of the Gentiles and held the view appropriate to them as citizens of heaven.’ 
   The Christian must always remember that this world isn’t our final home.  Therefore I don’t have to strive for every ounce of pleasure that this life can provide or live simply for the moment.  I have a whole eternity of happiness for which to look forward (Hebrews 11:13-16; 25-26; Philippians 3:20).

The provinces mentioned in 1:1 are five Roman provinces that existed in the northern, central and western regions of Asia Minor (which is now modern Turkey).  ‘What is interesting is that the provinces are named in the order in which a messenger might visit them.  If a person landed on the Black Sea coast of Pontus…he would travel southeast, crossing into Galatia and then Cappadocia, then swing west back across a piece of Galatia into Asia (depending on how far south in Asia he was headed, the messenger would either travel through the southern Pauline area of Galatia, including Pisdian Antioch, or through the northern area, passing through Ancyra) then north into Bithynia, departing by sea from Nicomedia..’ 

The Christians in this region could have originated from various sources:  a.  Among those present on the Day of Pentecost in Acts chapter 2, were individuals from this region (2:9).  They may have returned with the gospel and converted others.  b.  Paul had preached in the Galatian region (Galatians 4:13).  Or, Paul’s converts in Asia Minor may have evangelized these northern regions (Acts 19:10).   On one occasion, Paul was specifically forbidden to preach in the region of Bithynia (Acts 16:7).

The region of Bithynia was a mountainous, well-watered region, which contained fertile valleys, good timber, building stone, fruit, grain, and harbor facilities along the shores of the Black Sea.  The name Cappadocia, at one time covered the whole eastern mass of Asia Minor, from the line of the Halys River to the upper stream of the Euphrates, and from the Black Sea down to Cilicia.  It later became popular to call the northern portion, Cappadocian Pontus, or simply Pontus, and the southern portion Greater Cappadocia.  The heartland of the region is a rolling plateau, well-watered but mountainous, timbered, and with a harsh winter climate.  Only hardy grains and fruits could tolerate the weather, the area was chiefly pastoral, with some mining.  In Roman times Cappadocia was a strategic buffer zone between what Rome ruled and her enemies to the east, the Parthians.  The province known as Pontus occupied a considerable part of the southern coast of the Black Sea.  It is a rugged region, formed by a series of mountain ranges parallel with the seacoast, enclosing deep valleys.  The deltas of the Halys and Idris rivers formed two coastal plains.  The region had good rainfall, a mild climate compared to the highlands, and staple product was the olive.  These regions, compared to Corinth or Ephesus had retained much of their original character.  Neither Greek or Roman culture had penetrated these cultures deeply or decisively.  A different culture existed in the countryside than was found in the bigger cities.

Date And Occasion:

From within the letter we find that suffering had already come upon the Christians in this region (1:6-7).  Some of this had come in the form of slanderous attacks (2:12), especially from their old acquaintances (4:3-4) in the world.  More suffering was to be expected (4:12,17; 5:10).  The congregations in these regions had elders (5:1), and it appears that many of the members had come from rough backgrounds (2:11; 4:2-4), or at least were surrounded by plenty of immorality in their communities.

Most date the letter between the years 64-68 A.D.  Mark is mentioned as with Peter when the letter is written (5:13).  From Colossians 4:10 we known that Mark was with Paul in Rome around 62 A.D. and had begun a journey east.  By 67-68 A.D., he was near Timothy who was in Ephesus (2 Tim. 4:11) and was to come to Paul in Rome.  The letter speaks of intense suffering in the near future (4:12).  Nero started persecuting Christians after the fire that broke out in Rome (July, A.D. 64).  In June A.D. 68, Nero committed suicide.  Tradition (whatever it is worth) states that Peter was executed during the reign of Nero.

Place of Composition:
1 Peter 5:13 ‘She who is in Babylon…sends you greetings’

A great deal of discussion has centered around the meaning of the term ‘Babylon’.  Was this the historical and literal Babylon?  An obscure Babylon in Egypt or a figurative expression for the city of Rome, which because of all the evil associated with it had been historically associated with the Babylon of the O.T.  (Revelation 16:19; 17:5; 18:10,21).

POINTS TO NOTE:  1.  Nothing in the verse or immediate context suggests that Peter is using figurative language.  2.  Some have tried to get Peter in Rome, to establish the early supremely of the congregation in Rome.  In fact the Official Catholic Directory lists him as Pope from 31-67 A.D.   Paul wrote his letter to the Romans around 56-58 A.D., and while he greets various Christians in Rome (16:1ff), Peter is never mentioned.  Neither does Paul acknowledge Peter’s presence in Rome when he writes from his Roman prison to various congregations and individuals.  At least five letters were written around 62 A.D. from Rome (Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, Philemon, and 2 Timothy).  These letters end with greetings from various co-workers, and yet, Peter is never mentioned.   It should be noted that neither Paul or Peter were against mentioning each other’s name in their letters (2 Peter 3:15; 1 Cor. 9:5; Gal. 1:18).   Early religious writers who place Peter in Rome (not as a Pope) near the end of his life (Eusebius of Caesarea who died about 340 A.D.) and Jerome (died 420), don’t cite Scripture as proof, rather they rely on the statements of uninspired previous writers and tradition.

Why The Letter Was Written:
Encouragement in the midst of suffering:
References to suffering occur no less than 16 times in this letter.  They had already endured suffering, were presently enduring it, and more was on the way.  But far from doom and gloom, Peter (no stranger to suffering), gives encouraging words:  1.  Trials refine the faith of the believer (1:6-8).  2.  To endure suffering, is to follow in the steps of our Saviour (2:20-25).  That God would allow us to suffer demonstrates that God has tremendous confidence in us, that God is allowing us to do something very important for the Kingdom of God (4:13).   3.  Unbelievers can be won to God by the example we set when wronged (2:12; 3:1-2).  4.  God will deal with the abusers (4:5).  5.  There is no shame in suffering for Christ (4:16).  6.  Suffering is really only for a little while (5:10), and everyone experiences it (5:9).  7.  Even non-Christians suffer (4:15).  Thus, at least the Christian doesn’t suffer in vain.  Even suffering brings something good and beneficial to the Christian (Romans 8:28; 5:3-5).

Before we move on, it should be noted that the suffering under consideration is suffering due to one’s faithfulness as a Christian (4:13-16).  Suffering caused by one’s own misconduct doesn’t find favor with God (2:20).  This is a lesson which is greatly needed among Christians.  For we are presently surrounded by a society which seems to feel sorry for the wrong people!  I am afraid that my generation grew up watching too many movies or documentaries about the woes of the criminal in prison or the person on the run from the law.  

Personal Holiness:
Along with the theme of suffering is the thrust that even when the Christian suffers, they are never given the right to act like a non-Christian.  The theory of situation ethics is flatly rejected by this letter.  We are to remain as obedient children (1:14).  Even during rough times, God’s moral standard is never lowered (1:15-16; 2:1-2; 2:12 ‘Keep your behavior excellent among the Gentiles..’)  POINTS TO NOTE:  1.  The government might be ruled by evil men, but Christians are never given the right to act as anarchists (2:13-15).  Christians who are opposed to the government—need to read the Bible again.  2.  Christian liberty is not an excuse to sin (2:16).  3.  We are not given the right to take revenge (2:18; 3:9).  4.  Even the Christian woman married to an unbeliever who has no interest in the gospel, must still be the best wife for which such a man could ever hope (3:1-6)   As you read this book you will find no support for overthrowing or showing contempt for the government.   Neither will you find support for showing contempt for a boss or employer, undermining the efforts of the company for which you work, or justifying stealing time or product from an employer, because after all, ‘they owe you’.  Neither is there any sympathy for a Christian who can’t get along with their spouse.

The Bible Does Cover Every Aspect Of Our Lives:
We must soundly reject the concept that the Bible doesn’t have anything to do with my personal life.  1 Peter gives Christians direct commands concerning their relationships with unbelievers (2:12); civil government (2:13-17); masters/employers, even very unreasonable ones (2:18); in marriage (3:1-7); concerning our brethren, in and outside the assembly (4:8-11; 5:1-5).

Hope:
‘Holiness, however, must not lead to a morose “grin-and-bear-it” type of endurance, but to a joyful, hopeful outlook…(1:3,13,21; 3:5,15)…Christians are marked by a “living hope” (1:3), which is why even those abusing them may be moved to ask about the hope they demonstrate (3:15).  This is not simply a “hope so” type of hope…but a deep conviction about the return of Christ..’ (Davids p. 19)

The Church:
Is a living house or temple made up of believers (2:1-10).  In this house every Christian is a priest, and therefore every Christian is expected to offer something to God.  In addition, every Christian has direct access to God (5:7).  The Church is the Israel of the New Covenant, the chosen people (2:9).  It is composed of Jewish and Gentile believers (2:10).  Therefore, any person outside of Christ, even a Jewish person, is not considered as one of  God’s people.  The purpose of the Church is to proclaim to the world the excellencies of God (2:9; 3:15).  Therefore, we need to stop apologizing for our differences from the world, but rather become bold in spreading the Word of God.  Each local congregation is governed by its own elders (5:1-3).  And these elders are all equal in authority (5:1).  Even the apostle Peter was a ‘fellow elder’, and not ‘the presiding elder’.  In addition, Christians compose a flock that needs shepherding (5:1-3).  Humility and hospitality are essential ingredients to the well being of any congregation (5:5; 4:8).

The World:
Instead of being awed and impressed with the culture that surrounds us, Peter views the culture of the world as ignorant (1:14); non-Christians do not belong to God (2:10), and many in our culture are simply leading lives of complete wastefulness (4:3-4).  ‘In other words, Peter has nothing positive to say about the culture and life-style of the non-Christian world.’ (Davids p. 21)

Outline Of The Letter:
Introduction and Greeting: 1:1-2

The Great Salvation:  1:3-12
Thanksgiving For It: 1:3-5

Worthy Of Trials and Afflictions: 1:6-9
Prophets and Angels Amazed At Our Salvation: 1:10-12
Call To Holiness: 1:13-2:12
Spiritual Alertness/Purity: 1:13-17

Price of our Salvation: 1:18-21
Obligation to love Brethren: 1:22
The New Birth: 1:23-25
Holiness means removing the sin: 2:1-3
We are now the people of God: 2:4-10
Purity before unbelievers: 2:11-12
Our Relationships: 2:13-3:12
Civil Government: 2:13-17

Masters: 2:18-25
Marriage: 3:1-7
Brethren: 3:8
The Opposition: 3:9-13
Suffering As A Christian: 3:13-4:19
The Integrity to be manifested: 3:13-17

The Example of Jesus: 3:18-4:1
Our New Life: 4:2-6
Suffering must not make us inactive: 4:7-11
Encouragement in suffering: 4:12-19
Elders and The Flock: 5:1-4

Final Exhortations: 5:5-11

The need for humility among Christians: 5:5-7

The Devil can be resisted: 5:8-9
The great future that awaits us: 5:10-11
VIII.  Conclusion and Greeting: 5:12-14
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