
TO THIS YOU WERE CALLED: 
THE FIRST EPISTLE OF PETER 

 
Notes For Week One: Strangers In The Worl d  (1 Peter 1:1-2 ) 

 
D rawing upon many years of ministry, not to mention his own unforgettable personal 
ex periences with Jesus, Peter wrote two epistles to pass along some of the most important 
lessons he had learned.  T he apostle wrote particularly to those who only recently had come to 
believe in Jesus, but his writings contain many lessons from which all believers can benefit. 
 
To Scattered  B elievers (1 Peter 1:1) 
 
In the opening address to his epistle, Peter reminds us of the widely scattered nature of the 
earliest congregations of the church of Jesus Christ.  He mentions several regions where 
missionaries of the gospel had recently established churches, and he probably intended the letter 
to be circulated in this area.  Most of these believers had only recently come to believe in Jesus. 
 
Peter was one of the most widely known and best-loved of the earliest Christians.  When he 
wrote this epistle in the early 60's AD*, he had served as an apostle** for many years.  He had 
been instrumental in taking the gospel to the Gentiles (see, for example, Acts 10-11);  and now, 
as one of the church's most trusted teachers, he writes the first of two epistles in order to, as he 
will say later, "stimulate you to wholesome thinking" (2 Peter 3:1). 
 

* There is no way to date the epistle more precisely.  Peter probably died in about AD 65 or shortly 
afterwards, in Nero's persecution that followed the great fire in Rome of AD 64.  A number of his remarks 
in 1 and 2 Peter also suggest that the epistles were probably written in the later years of his ministry. 
 
** Commentators sometimes point out that, when Peter mentions his apostleship, he does so matter-of-
factly, without any effort to justify it or explain it, whereas Paul, in a number of his epistles, feels obliged 
to defend his legitimacy as an apostle.  This might reflect their relative popularity at the time. 

 
All of the regions mentioned in verse 1 are in the central or northern regions of the present-day 
nation of Turkey.  These were all Gentile areas, and for most of them the Scripture does not tell 
us who founded the church there or who first proclaimed the gospel there*.  The most likely 
possibility is that these areas were visited by some of the believers from the large mission-
oriented church in Antioch, not far from these regions. 
 

* For example, Acts 16:6-7 tells us that Paul was prevented, at least on that occasion, from reaching either 
Bithynia or Asia, but nowhere do we learn who did go there first.  (Note that Asia here does not refer to the 
continent, but rather to a region in what is now western Turkey.) 

 
Christians in these regions were constantly confronted with the temptations of pagan society, 
while also encountering attacks from erring believers trying to promote works salvation and 
other false teachings.  Like us, the epistle's first readers needed a strong faith in Jesus.  And like 
us, they needed to be reminded to distrust the world and its lies. 
 
So the apostle emphasizes the value and importance of faith, and he discusses how we can 
nurture our faith and learn to live godly lives.  Yet, even though most of Peter's teachings focus 
on elemental aspects of Christianity, we can all benefit from the lessons that the epistle contains.  
We all need to be reminded from time to time of how blessed we are to be able to follow Jesus.  
We also frequently need to be reminded that we are called to live for Jesus, not for this world. 
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Most importantly, notice Peter's description of his addressees, whom he calls "God's elect" and 
"strangers in the world".  These two phrases describe the most important aspects of our new 
identity in Jesus, and much of what follows in the epistle will elaborate on these ideas.  To be 
'elect' (NIV , KJV ) is to be chosen (as in NASB, NRSV ), to know that we came to God because 
he drew us to him, not because of random events.  To be strangers* in this world means that we 
are part of something greater and more important - and it means that the values of a believer in 
the gospel will inevitably clash with the values of this world. 
 

* The word in Greek literally means sojourners, that is, persons passing through a place where they have no 
intention of remaining for any extended length of time. 

 
These concepts are remarkably simple to understand - and they are tremendously difficult to 
accept in our hearts.  The gospel calls us to something much more than verbal belief in Christ, 
and to something much more than moral living.  It even calls us far beyond mere ministry, no 
matter how useful or praiseworthy our ministries may be. 
 
The gospel calls us to see God's will as the only thing that we should consider in the way that we 
live our lives.  And the gospel calls us to turn away from all worldly philosophies, all worldly 
temptations, and all worldly loyalties, no matter how strong they may be, and no matter how 
convenient our rationalizations for keeping them may be.  Most difficult of all, it calls you and I - 
not someone down the street or in some other country - to make these frightening changes. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Given the basic historical background, what topics or 
emphasis might you expect to find in 1 Peter?  How could a letter written to new 
believers be helpful to the rest of us?  What does it mean that we were chosen by God?  
What implications does it have to know that we are strangers or sojourners in this world?  
Why does he mention that the believers are "scattered"?  How might these ideas be 
developed later in the book? 

 
What I t Means To B e I n J esus (1 Peter 1:2) 
 
Even in his introductory remarks, Peter reminds his readers of what it means to be in Jesus.  
Those who believe in the gospel do not merely change some outward habits -they become a 
chosen people, because all who respond to the gospel are numbered amongst God's people.  All 
this represents a deliberate choice on God's part, and all of it comes through the blood of Jesus. 
 
Peter mentions several more key characteristics of our identity in Jesus (1:2a).  Again he says 
that God has chosen us, and that he knew he would do so.  He mentions the work of the Holy 
Spirit in cleansing us of fleshly impurities and sins.  And he describes Jesus as both Lord and 
Savior, emphasizing his blood that saves us, and his authority that calls us to obedience.  
Whether deliberately or not, Peter mentions three members of the Godhead in this one sentence. 
 
Humans have taken the concept of being chosen by God's foreknowledge*, and have managed to 
distort it into something silly and objectionable.  But, understood properly, it is encouraging and 
edifying.  God did not, of course, pre-choose the specific persons who would believe the gospel.  
But he did choose in advance (and thus 'foreknew') that he would add to his people anyone who 
comes willingly to the blood of Jesus.  He also chose and foreknew that this would be the only 
way that unclean sinners could come to him and remain with him. 
 

* The root of the Greek word here is προγνωσιs ("prognosis"), which is literally the same word used in 
English for an informed outlook or expectation. 
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The Holy Spirit has also sanctified believers, so that their sins will no longer prevent them from 
knowing God.  This crucial aspect of our relationship with God is often overlooked or 
underappreciated, because of our reluctance to accept the guilt of our sin and the need for 
forgiveness that it creates.  To be sanctified is simply to be made holy, which in turns means to 
belong God in every way.  We cannot do this ourselves - not by our wisdom, not by our good 
deeds, not by earning any kind of favor before God.  It comes by grace alone. 
 
This has been done through the blood of Jesus, with which we have been 'sprinkled'* in the sense 
that our lives perpetually reflect (or at least should do so) the grace that comes through the blood 
of Jesus.  When we were first immersed into Jesus, his blood cleansed us once for all, but we can 
never say that we do not need his blood.  We must always remain as humble and as dependent on 
him as we were when we were first convicted of our need for his grace. 
 

* The Greek verb form used here is ραντιζω ("rantizo"), which commentaries sometimes contrast with the 
verb βαπτιζω ("baptizo"), to immerse.  The latter verb is, of course, the one used in many passages that are 
translated into English using the words baptism or baptize. 

 
To Jesus also are we called to be obedient.  This is just another implication that comes from an 
understanding of his intrinsic nature.  By dying on the cross, he cleansed us with his blood.  By 
rising from the dead, he proved his divine authority.  The elements of the gospel should never be 
separated.  If we expect Jesus to save us, then we must be prepared to be obedient to his will.  
Conversely, when Jesus calls us to obey him, he only does so because he wants to save us. 
 
Although such spiritual concepts can be hard to grasp, we can always be aware of the changes 
that God has brought about in our lives.  These changes should run much deeper than any 
outward habits.  Even believers carry around a large collection of idols, struggle with any 
number of temptations, and confront a wide range of trials.  We need not become perfect, nor 
should we ever expect to be.  There will always be many things in our lives that should be made 
subject to Jesus.  As long as we hold nothing back, as long as we do not claim any area of our 
lives to be off-limits, then he can guide us gently but firmly in the ways that he wishes us to go. 
 
So, when Peter wishes grace and peace to his readers (1:2b), this is no mere formula.  Peter 
knows that these blessings are much greater than anything the world can offer.  He does not ask 
God to send his fellow believers money, or to give them power or popularity in this world.  
Instead he wishes for them the greatest blessings that they can have.  It will be up to them to 
learn to value these things properly. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why does Peter mention all of these aspects of being 
a Christian?  Does he expect his readers to think about each of them in detail?  What does 
each one mean to you?  Which ones might you most need to understand better?  Which 
ones do you have a hard time accepting?  How might this help you to improve your 
relationship with God? 

 
Overview Of The E p istle 
 
In his epistle, Peter will help us to realize that spiritual blessings and heavenly things are much 
more important, and are much more valuable, than the false wisdom and the temporary blessings 
that we find in this world.  In 1 Peter, we also see the joy and enthusiasm of Peter himself, in the 
ways that he joyfully and innocently expresses the lessons that God has taught him. 
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Through years of hard experience, Peter has learned how to discipline himself so that God can 
use him to teach and encourage many others, yet he has never lost his innocent excitement about 
following Jesus.  The same qualities that endear Peter to us in the gospel accounts can also 
encourage even the oldest believer to renew his or her devotion to Jesus. 
 
Here is a tentative outline of the main topics that we shall cover in the rest of our study: 
 

Of Greater Worth Than Gold (1:3-12) 
Set Your Hope Fully On Grace (1:13-25) 
As You Come To Him (2:1-10) 
Aliens In This World (2:11-25) 
Living In Harmony (3:1-9) 
Suffering For The Truth (3:10-22) 
You Have Spent Enough Time (4:1-6) 
Living With An Eternal Perspective (4:7-11) 
Participating In The Sufferings Of Christ (4:12-19) 
Humble Yourselves Under God's Mighty Hand (5:1-7) 
Be Self-Controlled &  Alert (5:8-14) 

 
As a study suggestion, if you have time to read through the book of 1 Peter, first do so fairly 
quickly, without worrying about details that seem unclear, and without trying to make immediate 
applications.  Instead, simply take note of the basic ideas that keep coming up;  try to notice 
topics or thoughts that arise more than once in the epistle.  Then keep these in mind as you do 
further study, and as we continue through the book in class. 
 
B ib liograp hy 
 
It is not difficult to find commentaries on 1 Peter, and there are many good ones that will give 
you a solid introduction to the main ideas in the epistle.  Here are a few suggested books that are 
particularly recommended as sources or references: 
 
Edwin Blum, Frank Gaebelein (editor), T he E x positor' s B ible Commentary, V olume 1 2 
Gerald Bray (editor), James, 1 -2 Peter, 1 -3  John, Jude (Ancient Christian Commentary). 
N. T. Caton, Commentary On T he Minor E pistles (Restoration Library) 
Edmond Clowney, T he Message Of 1  Peter (The Bible Speaks Today) 
Peter Davids, T he F irst E pistle Of Peter (New International Commentary) 
Wayne Grudem, 1  Peter (Tyndale Commentaries) 
Martin Luther, Commentary On Peter &  Jude 
Guy Woods, A  Commentary On T he N.T . E pistles of Peter, John, and Jude (Gospel Advocate) 
 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2009 
 
© 2009 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 



TO THIS YOU WERE CALLED: 
THE FIRST EPISTLE OF PETER 

 
Notes For Week Tw o: Of  G reater Worth Than G ol d  (1 Peter 1:3 -12 ) 

 
Peter has begun his open letter with a simple, heartfelt celebration of faith and salvation in 
Jesus.  T his disciple, who once wavered in his faith from one moment to the nex t, has now found 
the j oy that comes from a constant faith - and he hopes to pass along this faith and j oy to us.  
F aith and hope in Jesus are worth the sacrifice of anything else and everything else. 
 
Review Of Last Week ' s C lass 
 
Peter addresses his epistle to "scattered" believers in several regions of what today is the nation 
of Turkey (1:1).  These believers have only recently come to faith in Jesus, whereas Peter now* 
has had many years of experience in teaching the gospel.  He thus writes to help his brothers and 
sisters to understand the foundations of our identity in Jesus. 
 

* This epistle was probably written between AD 60 and 65. 
 
Indeed, all Christians would do well to remind themselves constantly of what it means to be in 
Jesus (1:2).  Peter briefly remarks upon several key characteristics of our identity In Jesus: that 
salvation through Jesus was always foreknown by God;  that we have been sanctified by his 
Spirit, not by our own works or goodness;  and that Jesus is our Lord and Savior. 
 
We are strangers in this world.  Others should always be able to perceive on us the mark of the 
blood of Jesus that has cleansed us.  The apostle's blessing of grace and peace is by no means a 
mere formula;  it is a prayer for his readers to experience the true blessings of God, not the false 
blessings of the world.  Peter's blessing also implicitly calls us to decide what we truly value. 
 
An I m p erishab le I nheritance (1 Peter 1:3-5) 
 
We can rejoice that our salvation is assured.  As long as we remain in Jesus, he remains in us.  
New birth in Jesus produces not a temporary fleshly thrill, but a living spiritual hope that can 
last.  Jesus' resurrection is an especially forceful demonstration of power over the forces of this 
world, and it is a permanent reminder that Jesus will always be there for those who trust him. 
 
New birth has always been part of God's desire for those who seek him (1:3).  It is part of our 
language and our identity, yet it is a concept easy to forget.  Peter writes to those recently called 
out of the world, in order that they will fully appreciate what it means to have been delivered 
from the emptiness of this fallen earth.  For us too, no matter how long we may have been 
Christians, the new birth remains the foundation of who we are now.  Our home is not here, and 
though the flesh often screams for us to return to our past way of life, our souls know better. 
 
The apostle also reminds us that this new birth comes only by God's grace and mercy.  The world 
is full of programs, plans, and salesmen claiming to be able to 'change our lives', but only God 
can bring meaningful change and rebirth that lasts.  Likewise, the only genuine hope we have 
comes through the resurrection.  Even if we obtain all of our fleshly desires on this earth, they 
will become utterly meaningless the very moment that eternity calls us.  The resurrection gives 
us real hope because it assures us that life, not death, awaits us at the end. 
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Every blessing in this world can be lost or taken away at any time, but our eternal inheritance can 
never be taken from us (1:4-5).  It is not kept in a bank vault, it is not protected by the police or 
by the military, and it is not granted by a human document.  Nor can it spoil* or expire - it will 
be there whether we arrive to claim it today, next week, or fifty years from now.  God is able to 
keep it for us as long as is necessary. 
 

* The three adjectives that Peter uses in verse 4 literally mean incorruptible (as in impervious to decay), 
undefiled, and unfading. 

 
However many good things God chooses to give us on this earth, we ought never to forget that 
our true inheritance awaits us in heaven.  Until this world comes to an end, we shall only see 
shadows of what awaits us.  In the meantime, we live in God's constant care as we wait for the 
time when we shall be called home.  We thus should recognize our earthly cravings as the 
senseless distractions that they are, and remember that our heavenly home will far outshine 
anything we see here. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What kind of new birth is Peter thinking of?  What 
other Scriptures talk about rebirth?  How should the awareness of rebirth affect our 
perspectives?  Why can a true rebirth come only through God's grace?  How can we learn 
to appreciate the value of our eternal inheritance?  What exactly is this inheritance? 

 
J oy I n The U nseen (1 Peter 1:6-9 ) 
 
Our heavenly inheritance, not earthly pleasure or success, is the truest source of joy for those 
with faith in Jesus.  As long as we are in this world, it will be a challenge to remember what truly 
is important.  We cannot see Jesus physically, but we do not have to see him in order to trust 
him.  Faith always rests on humility and trust, rather than on mathematical or logical certainty. 
 
The Christian's perspective on trials should be different from that of the worldly (1:6-7).  Painful 
trials will come, of one form or another, no matter what we do.  The worldly either lose their 
heads and panic, or else they become resentful and angry.  Rejoicing through trials is a 
characteristic of those who believe, because only those with the expectation of a better world can 
see this world's problems for what they really are, without exaggerating them or denying them. 
 
An important reason to rejoice in trials is that they allow us an opportunity to show that our faith 
in Jesus is genuine.  In saying this, Peter calls us to consider what the believer's value scale 
should be.  Too often, discussions about 'Christian values' are about rules or opinions, not actual 
values.  Genuine values have nothing to do with being correct or incorrect, but rather with how 
we value things.  What is most important to us?  What gives us a sense of purpose or security? 
 
It is noteworthy that many persons who claim to consider 'values' important show clearly that 
they really value external things rather than internal - the very opposite of God's values.  
Believers should learn to value humility, grace, faith, love, and truth above anything else, even 
above outward behavior, and especially above material things.  Faith in perishable things 
(whether material objects, human beings, or anything else) is false faith. 
 
When you are worried about the state of the world, what comforts you more: a new government 
policy, or a verse in God's Word that tells us not to worry?  When someone harms you (or 
someone you care about), which do you desire more: to see the offender punished, or to be able 
to forgive that person in your heart?  Which do you respect and appreciate more: popularity or 
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honesty?  Eloquence or humility? Knowledge or compassion?  The answers to questions like 
these reveal your true values;  if you can answer them honestly without making rationalizations 
for worldly values, then you will be able to begin learning the things that God truly values. 
 
Faith in the unseen Savior is important both to Peter and to his readers, though perhaps in 
different ways (1:8-9).  It has now been many years since Peter saw Jesus ascend into heaven 
(see Acts 1:9-11), and yet Peter will never lose his love for Jesus or his appreciation for the 
patience and persistence with which Jesus prepared Peter for ministry.  Peter also knows that he 
is writing to persons who most likely did not see Jesus in human form.  Yet this is no 
disadvantage to their faith - or to ours.  Many persons who saw Jesus and his miracles still turned 
away from him*, while many who never saw a miracle have still entrusted their souls to him. 
 

* Peter probably also remembers Jesus' statement to Thomas: "Because you have seen me, you have 
believed.  Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed" (John 20:29). 

 
Seeing and trusting the unseen is an important aspect of our relationship with Jesus.  For us, of 
course, it is a necessity, not a choice - we should not, though, despise this necessity, but rather 
should rejoice in the chance to show God how much we trust him.  Even those who, like Peter, 
were able to see Jesus, hear his voice, and see his miracles, still had to trust in the unseen.  Jesus 
refused to give his followers any earthly paradise or even extra earthly blessings, but instead 
called them to seek a kingdom that was not of this world. 
 
Therefore Peter reminds us that the goal (or purpose)* of our faith is no less than the salvation of 
our souls**.  Once we accept this, and stop getting distracted by worldly things, we then can 
rejoice that this is in fact the one thing that is certain.  If our focus is on worldly attainments, then 
we can never have any guarantees.  But the only possible way that we can be deprived of our 
eternal inheritance is if we ourselves turn away from it. 
 

* The NASB uses "outcome" here;  the KJV  uses the literal translation "end".  The Greek word is τελοs 
("telos"), which means a final end, aim, or conclusion.  It is familiar as a prefix denoting "far away" in 
English words such as telescope or telephone. 
 
** The Greek word ψυχη ("psyche";  the transliteration is often used as a term in psychology) is usually 
translated "soul", as it is here.  More accurately, the Greeks used it to refer to the 'true self', the part of a 
human that transcended one's physical body and actions, and that (for those who believed in an afterlife) 
would persist even after the death of the body. 

 
The proper perspective on life can begin only after we realize this and accept it.  Our trials, 
comforts, successes, failures, thrills, and disappointments in this earth are all utterly trivial 
compared with the eternal things of God.  It is very difficult to develop this perspective, but it is 
the beginning of all true spiritual wisdom. 
 
This perspective is also the only way to experience the "inexpressible and glorious joy" that 
Peter wants to share with us.  No worldly happiness or pleasure is ever complete or lasting, and 
the sooner we accept this, the sooner God can start to teach us what truly matters. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: Why can a believer rejoice despite trials?  How can 
trials be of positive value?  If we know this, why is it hard for us to accept?  Why is 
salvation the goal of our faith?  How do other fruits of our faith compare?  What is our 
soul?  What does it mean for it to be saved?  How can we have joy in unseen things? 
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 The Longing For U nd erstand ing (1 Peter 1:10 -12) 
 
If we find all this difficult to grasp, we should not be surprised, for even prophets and angels 
wish that they could understand these things more clearly.  We have, and always shall have, an 
innate longing to see and understand God's truth.  God will reveal to us now only what we need 
to understand and are capable of understanding.  Even this much is a glorious act of grace. 
 
In one sense or another, everyone searches intently for the things that matter most to him or her 
(1:10-12).  Curiosity is a universal human quality, and in itself it is neither good nor bad.  
Curiosity can be used either to please God or to please the flesh.  It is not a question of whether 
we should look for answers, but rather, it is a question of knowing which questions matter.  Too 
often, Christians indulge their curiosity in debatable matters or in irrelevant side-issues - this is 
merely a common diversionary tactic used by those who fear the real truth about life. 
 
The great prophets were blessed with messages that described and foresaw the coming Messiah, 
and their prophecies can still amaze us all these years later.  Yet even they had only a partial 
understanding of what it all would mean.  Thus Isaiah, Z echariah, and the others longed to 
experience firsthand, or at least to understand*, the blessings we now enjoy in Jesus, knowing 
that they could only pass along such knowledge as God revealed to them.  "Even angels long to 
look into these things";  and if this is so, then we are blessed in ways we barely realize. 
 

* The text itself indicates that the prophets constantly wondered how far in the future the Messiah would 
come, and they wished they could know much more than what was revealed to them.  How easily we can 
sympathize with this!   Yet God did not fulfill their earthly curiosity, and we also must not expect God to 
satisfy ours when it relates to matters that we cannot understand or appreciate fully. 

 
Indeed, one of the remarkable aspects of the prophets' ministries is that they so often served 
future generations, passing along their knowledge of events they might never see themselves.  
We benefit today from their agonizing sacrifices and selfless devotion to the truth.  Thus we 
should remember that we, too, are in ministry to serve others, not ourselves.  Worldly society, in 
its complacency, teaches us that selfishness is a virtue, that it is good to compete with others, that 
it is glorious to 'fulfill our dreams" in this life.  The prophets did none of those things, and we 
shouldn't either. 
 
The church and believers both have a chronic tendency to analyze God rather than to worship 
him.  Yes, we ought to have a solid foundation for our faith, rather than going on emotion alone.  
Yet this is no excuse to swing to the opposite extreme and to demand a technical explanation of 
things no human mind can fully understand.  We've been given more than enough to persuade us 
to follow Jesus.  From then on, we ought to live by faith, and to be glad that we can. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What kinds of things might the prophets have wanted 
to know?  How do they compare with things that Christians often wish they knew more 
about?  What does the prophets' example teach us?  Why does Peter mention the angels 
here?  What does he want us to get from this passage? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 



TO THIS YOU WERE CALLED: 
THE FIRST EPISTLE OF PETER 

 
Notes For Week Three: Set Your Hope Ful l y  On G rac e (1 Peter 1:13 -2 5 ) 

 
H aving described what a great blessing it is to have faith in Jesus, Peter now points out that 
genuine faith has some important implications.  It involves no less than a complete change of 
perspective, a complete re-evaluation of what is important, and a complete re-arrangement of 
our priorities.  A  true follower of Christ is willing to re-evaluate every other belief and priority. 
 
Review Of Previous Lessons 
 
Peter addresses his readers (who, originally, had not been Christians for very long) as strangers 
in the world, scattered amidst unbelievers (1:1-2).  This is one of the key concepts of a believer's 
identity, and he will mention it repeatedly throughout the epistle. 
 
Turning to another basic aspect of the gospel, the apostle reminds us that our faith is of greater 
worth than gold (1:3-12).  It qualifies us for an imperishable inheritance, with a value far greater 
than the treasures of this earth.  God in his mercy has also given us the blessing of a new birth, so 
that, even though our bodies someday will perish, our souls can live forever.  Thus our true 
inheritance awaits us in eternity, and God's own power keeps it safe in heaven until then. 
 
To find joy in the unseen is one of the basic challenges of the gospel's call.  Our perspective on 
trials should be much different from that of the world - we should use them to draw closer to 
God, not to become fearful or angry.  Although Peter saw Jesus in the flesh, he tells us that we 
can, by believing and loving an unseen Savior, prove that our faith is genuine.  He acknowledges 
our great longing for understanding;  even the prophets and angels wish they knew more than 
God has told them.  All of this is a call to humility, for God deserves our full faith and trust. 
 
Prep are Y our Mind s (1 Peter 1:13-16) 
 
It is essential to genuine faith that we are ready to respond to the truths that God teaches us, or, 
as the apostle says, that we "prepare our minds for action".  Once we truly understand the gospel, 
then we see that we must be willing to risk what we have in this world whenever God desires us 
to do so.  Our hope must rest fully on our eternal inheritance, not on this world's promises. 
 
These ideas have some important consequences (1:13-14).  When Peter tells us to prepare our 
minds* for action, he does not mean action for action's sake - since all of us already engage in 
the kinds of actions that please ourselves - but rather action of a kind that is appropriate to who 
we are in Christ.  This means that we must absorb the values and perspectives of Jesus, so that 
we learn to act in a way consistent with his values, not with those of the world.  The apostle 
mentions self-control because it is an essential quality in making this change. 
 

* The Greek text literally says to 'gird up the loins of your mind', a rather vivid expression that is translated 
literally in the NASB and KJV . 
 

In the long run, the things that we value (that we think are important) invariably determine our 
actions.  And there is an important link between grace and hope, two of the qualities most 
valuable to those who believe in the gospel.  Knowing human nature as he does, Peter exhorts us 
to put our full hope, not just some of it, in God's grace.  We should no longer trust the kinds of 

 1



false promises that the world offers, and we also should discard any secret belief that we might 
somehow be able to justify ourselves without having to rely completely on his grace. 
 
Thus, to rely on grace, and to hope in grace, by no means imply passivity, but rather involve a 
deeply rooted awareness of our absolute dependence on God's mercy, grace, and Providence.  
Those who truly live by God's grace (not just some fleshly distortion of it) will gladly learn to 
temper their fleshly desires*.  The awareness of the grace that comes by the blood of Jesus 
produces in the soul a profound desire to flee from things that would stain it. 
 

* The Greek text of verse 14 simply refers to 'cravings' (or 'lusts') without overtly labeling them as evil.  
The NIV  translators added the word 'evil' to clarify how they think the text characterizes these cravings. 

 
Thus the apostle exhorts us to practical holiness (1:15-16).  The awareness of a new identity 
affects us in ways that go far beyond a new list of things we have to do (or of things we cannot 
do).  Indeed, if we learn and accept the lessons of 1 Peter, we won't even ask ourselves anymore 
whether or not something is a sin, or whether we 'have to' do something.  Our concern instead 
becomes, what would be holy?  The practical implications of this idea affect every area of life. 
 
Quoting from the book of Leviticus*, Peter reminds us that holiness is an indispensable part of 
the new perspective that comes with faith in Jesus - because God is holy, we too are to be holy.  
Holiness is nothing less than the awareness that we have been called to leave this world (that is, 
in our hearts) for the sake of the next.  Holiness demands that we turn away from fleshly desires 
and worldly ambitions, so that our minds can be directed towards more important aims. 
 

* The same exhortation is given in Leviticus 11:44, 11:45, 19:2, and 20:7.  See also Leviticus 10:10, which 
summarizes the overall teachings of Leviticus.  Peter is now asking us to learn how these same principles 
apply to those who believe in Jesus. 

 
Questions for Discussion or Study: What kind of action does Peter want us to prepare 
for?  Why is self-control important?  How do we set our hope fully on grace?  How 
should holiness affect our daily lives?  How does holiness differ from merely avoiding 
sin?  What things may not be sinful but are still unholy? 

 
The Perishab le And  The I m p erishab le (1 Peter 1:17 -21) 
 
The distinction between perishable and imperishable is another vital teaching of the gospel.  The 
worldly use wealth, knowledge, popularity, fame, talent, and other earthly things to get what they 
desire and to develop an identity.  But all these things are completely useless in establishing a 
relationship with God.  Only imperishable qualities like faith and grace have any lasting value. 
 
The concept of the fear* of God is mentioned often in the Scriptures, but it is generally avoided 
in Christian teaching and conversation (1:17-19).  But what does it say about us, when we have 
such distress over things that might threaten our financial prosperity, or things that might make 
us less popular, but we have so little awareness of how much we need God's mercy every 
moment of our lives? 
 

* The NIV  adds 'reverent', which is not in the original Greek - this is again an attempt to clarify what the 
translators think it means, rather than a direct translation. 

 
No doubt we have all heard irresponsible preaching that dwells at length on the horrible things 
that God can inflict on those he dislikes.  But this kind of folly does not excuse our own.  There 
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is a godly fear of the Deity, of eternity, and of our mortality that is fully compatible with God's 
grace.  There is no court in which we can appeal God's judgments, no amount of force that can 
overthrow his authority, and - perhaps most frightening of all to the prideful - no possibility that 
our goodness, knowledge, or accomplishments can compete with his. 
 
To develop a healthy awe of God, and to maintain a respectful soberness towards the finality and 
perfection of his judgment, do not require us to dwell on negative or ugly things.  Rather, if we 
properly teach God's true nature and attributes, then this will automatically instill in us the kind 
of godly fear that is good for our souls.  The very fact that we can put our hope so completely in 
God also means that those who refuse to do so will face dire consequences. 
 
When Peter refers to the empty* way of life passed on to us by previous generations, this is no 
mere figure of speech, but a sober truth.  In every society, certain basic errors are instilled in us 
before we are old enough to know what is happening, and we tend never to question them.  
Every society indoctrinates its young into wrongly thinking that its way of doing things is best. 
 

* Literally, futile or fruitless, without any real purpose. 
 
Even believers in Jesus willingly swallow the time-honored errors that are passed along to us.  
What most persons think of as 'Christianity' is merely an American or European cultural 
phenomenon, with faint resemblance to the actual gospel.  Since we are conditioned to assume 
that we live in a 'Christian nation', we erroneously think that its institutions must please God.  
Only by questioning everything in this world - even what 'everyone' believes - do we draw closer 
to God.  Only if we turn from faith in worldly things can he redeem us from the emptiness of sin. 
 
All this is because no amount of money or wealth or fame or popularity can buy us one second 
with God in heaven.  This can come by grace alone, and grace in turn comes by Jesus' blood 
alone, for "without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness".  Even many so-called 
religious persons constantly try to justify themselves before God on their own merits, but no such 
effort will ever succeed in God's eyes. 
 
Jesus Christ was already the chosen* Savior even before our world began (1:20-21).  Think of 
what this implies: God's intention to create our world, his awareness that we would all sin, his 
wish that we nevertheless be able to return to him, his readiness to send his Son for that purpose.  
While we cannot know what exactly this means in God's reality, we do know that this proves 
both his intimate knowledge of our nature and also his great compassion for our weaknesses. 
 

* The NIV  has 'chosen';  other versions have 'foreordained' (KJV ), 'foreknown' (NASB) or 'destined' 
(NRSV ).  The word in Greek is a verb related to the noun προγνοσιs ("prognosis") - see the notes to 1:2. 

 
Indeed, it is entirely for our sake that God purposed and carried out Jesus' ministry on our earth.  
Once we come to appreciate this, we can start to see things differently.  The gospel is not an 
abstract standard to be used as a mere guideline or a basis for competition.  It is the Word of life 
itself.  Coming to God through Jesus is not just one available option for the religiously inclined.  
It is the one and only way that God has opened for us to come to him. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What ideas in this passage have we already seen 
earlier in 1 Peter?  Why does Peter repeat the same ideas so often?  In what sense does 
God want us to fear him?  Why is life without Jesus empty?  What all does this 
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characterization include?  What significance does it have to know that Jesus was chosen 
before the creation of the world? 

 
Faith &  Love (1 Peter 1:22-25) 
 
The apostle's comments in this passage remind us of Jesus' own teachings about the 'greatest 
commands'.  Peter connects the importance of faith and love with the 'imperishable' perspective 
that he is teaching to his readers.  Nothing we have in this world will survive into eternity except 
for our relationship with God and our relationships with others who believe in Jesus. 
 
The connection between truth, love, and rebirth may seem vague at first, but it is central to the 
gospel (1:22-23).  Sincere love for others can come only through faith and grace, because love 
must be based on truth* if it is to be the genuine love that puts the needs of others ahead of the 
needs of self.  Only those who believe the gospel can understand the deepest needs of others. 
 

* Compare this with, for example, Romans 12:9.  God recognizes only sincere, selfless love as love.  
Worldly 'love' that makes demands on others is not the sincere love that the apostles teach us to have. 

 
Compare this with the true rebirth through God's Word and will.  The worldly have no shortage 
of quick fixes, self-help methods, New Year's resolutions, and other such things that produce 
temporary or superficial change.  But Jesus' blood does not merely provide us with some new 
habits and take away some old ones.  Christianity is much more than a lifestyle change - it brings 
a redefinition of our very identity, and a re-evaluation of every priority. 
 
The world's temporary and quickly fading glory is shabby and pointless when compared with the 
lasting glory of God (1:24-25).  We know this to be true, yet our flesh fights against it every day.  
Quoting from Isaiah 40*, Peter encourages us constantly to remind ourselves that only God and 
his Word will stand forever. 
 

* In its original context in Isaiah, the passage that Peter quotes is part of Isaiah's efforts to persuade the 
ancient Jews not to take God for granted or to put their hope in God for the wrong reasons, but rather to 
appreciate that what mattered the most was their chance to know him and to live in his presence. 

 
All of humanity's earthly glories will eventually fade;  and indeed, many of them have little real 
value at any time.  Athletic achievements, popularity, physical pleasures, positions of power, and 
the like rarely satisfy anyone for long, and they will be utterly useless to their possessors on the 
Day of Judgment.  But the Word of the Lord does and will stand forever. 
 
Thousands of years ago, when nothing that we know today existed, God's Word comforted and 
taught those few humans who sought him.  Thousands of years from now, when all of today's 
worldly heroes and villains have been long forgotten, God's Word will still bring light and truth 
to the spiritual remnants of future generations.  The gospel calls us to re-focus, to pull our eyes 
off of the perishable, no matter how appealing it seems, and to seek things that will last. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: How does the gospel allow us to love others 
sincerely?  Why isn't this possible otherwise?  How does love connect with the other 
main ideas in 1 Peter so far?  Why do we value perishable things so highly?  How can we 
learn to see them more clearly?  In what sense does God's Word stand forever? 

- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
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TO THIS YOU WERE CALLED: 
THE FIRST EPISTLE OF PETER 

 
Notes For Week Four: As You Come To Him (1 Peter 2 :1-10 ) 

 
A s he himself learned from ex perience, Peter has reminded us that the gospel brings a complete 
change of perspective.  T he things that are important to the worldly are all meaningless when 
compared with the grace and truth that come through Jesus.  T he nearer we draw to Jesus, the 
more new truths we learn about God, about ourselves, and about our relationships with others. 
 
Review Of Previous Lessons 
 
Peter addresses his readers as "strangers in the world", in order to emphasize the new identity 
that they have in Jesus (1:1-2).  He exhorts them to appreciate the value of their faith in Jesus, 
which is of greater worth than gold or any other of this world's treasures (1:3-12). 
 
He advises us to set our hope fully on grace (1 Peter 1:13-25), and especially on the outpouring 
we shall receive when this life is over*.  So he also calls us to prepare our minds spiritually, so 
that we appreciate the link between God's grace and a genuine, lasting hope.  He calls us not to 
live by mere rules, but to make holiness a reality in our daily lives.  We should not act on the 
basis of an arbitrary standard or code, but on the basis of our identity as holy children of God. 
 

* In speaking of 'the grace to be given you when Jesus Christ is revealed" (NIV ) or "the grace to be brought 
to you . . ." (NASB) Peter is emphasizing the complete outpouring of grace that believers look forward to.  
He is not implying that we have not yet received grace - only that we have not yet received the full measure 
of grace God plans for us.  Forgiveness of sins, which we enjoy now, is by grace.  The chance to be with 
Jesus and God in heaven will be an even greater outpouring of grace, which we can never deserve or merit. 

 
The apostle often emphasizes the contrast between the perishable and the imperishable.  Instead 
of worshiping and chasing the things of this world, we should nurture a reverence of God even to 
the point of having a godly kind of fear.  We should seek the one and only Savior that God chose 
for us before the world began. Then also, our faith in Jesus enables us to show sincere love to 
others, for we can focus on their needs instead of our own.  Our entire focus should be away 
from the fading glory of this life, and onto the lasting glory of God, God's Word, and God's will. 
 
Sp iritual Milk  (1 Peter 2:1-3) 
 
One immediate consequence of the gospel is that believers must cease from living in competition 
and rivalry with other persons.  Sins like malice, gossip, envy, and deceit make it impossible to 
build the kinds of relationships that Jesus wants us to have.  Competitive behavior is entrenched 
in our fleshly selves - but only by the teachings of this world, for God did not create us this way. 
 
Continuing his discussion of purification*, the apostle calls us to cleanse our hearts of things that 
will destroy our relationships with one another (2:1).  We are not merely to cut down on envy, 
deceit, and the like, but to rid ourselves, to rid our hearts, of these things. 
 

* V erse 2:1 connects most directly with the thought begun in 1:22.  Purification is different from holiness;  
both are important, but in different ways.  Purification involves the removal of anything unclean: including, 
but not limited to, sin.  In Levitical law, cleanness or purity was a necessary first step to being made holy. 
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Notice how closely these specific sins (in verse 1) correlate with the competitive instinct that so 
often is nurtured in human societies.  Many Christians purport to be outraged by Darwinian, 
natural selection-based theories of 'evolution', yet they nevertheless practice 'the survival of the 
fittest' in their daily lives.  Even Christians fall into the worldly habit of measuring the worth of 
their ministries through numbers, even Christians repeat gossip about one another, even 
Christians compete with one another over who will "get his way" in the affairs of a congregation. 
 
Besides obvious sins like envy and dissension, being competitive can also lead to malice (an 
active wish for something bad to happen to others, which usually stems from a feeling of rivalry) 
as well as hypocrisy (since it is based on the wish to appear better than one really is) or deceit 
(which is often geared towards obtaining something that is not one's own).  And even these 
things are only the symptoms.  Such things are warnings to turn our minds back to Christ, and to 
pray that we might better understand his ways of seeing and treating others. 
 
All this explains why spiritual nourishment is so important (2:2-3).  To grow spiritually, we must 
desire to grow spiritually.  No one can grow for you;  you must do it yourself, which means that 
you must actively desire spiritual growth, and thus make your life open to God so that he can 
work.  Here, Peter encourages his readers to desire 'milk', since they are new to the gospel.  But 
whether our own need is for milk or for 'solid food'*, in either case we must desire it enough to 
strengthen our own relationship with God, not relying on the influence of other believers. 
 

* The imagery of milk suggests the kind of basic nourishment essential to the young.  Compare this passage 
with Hebrews 5:11-14.  Even older believers are at times in need of 'milk', although God's hope is that we 
can move beyond that level so that we can digest 'solid food'.  In every case, God asks us to do two things: 
humbly to acknowledge our need for more understanding of him, and willingly to accept what he feeds us. 

 
The apostle also indicates that our desire to know God more closely will build on itself.  Once 
we have "tasted that the Lord is good"*, this also gives us a reason to desire more.  But once 
again, this is a desire we must nurture in ourselves.  Peter is not recommending that the church 
leaders institute a program of spiritual growth.  He is appealing directly to each individual 
believer, calling him or her to accept responsibility for his or her own spiritual condition. 
 

* Neither the NIV  nor the NASB (which translates this as "tasted the kindness of the Lord") connote 
exactly what Peter has in mind here - the basic idea is that God is desirable, something worth having. 

 
Questions For Discussion Or Study: What should motivate us to rid our lives of deceit, 
malice, and other things that destroy relationships?  What are some of the things that we 
can do in order to deal with these problems?  What kinds of things might constitute 
"spiritual milk"?  How could we tell whether we need this or "solid food"? 

 
The C hosen C ornerstone (1 Peter 2:4-8 ) 
 
All who are in Christ become one, yet this can only become a practical reality if we realize that 
Jesus alone is the foundation.  As is implied by the prophecies Peter quotes, Jesus is not the kind 
of foundation that the world seeks or accepts.  As believers, we must cast aside our worldly 
preconceptions of 'leadership', 'success', and even 'happiness', if we are to understand Jesus. 
 
The apostle's analogy of "living stones" suggests growth that arises contrary to the natural course 
of things (2:4-6).  Stones are normally inert, just as the worldly reject Jesus and his gospel, 
considering them unsuitable as a foundation for success in life.  The kind of house Jesus wants to 
build is not one that would interest or excite the worldly.  Jesus is less interested in numbers or 
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external growth than he is in finding souls who know they need his grace and his mercy.  He is 
less interested in frantic activity than in being humbly welcomed into human hearts. 
 
This is what God has chosen, and it is contrary even to many things that believers seek in their 
Savior.  Jesus seeks not to evaluate or compare us, but to bring us together as a spiritual body.  
The world competes for its prizes because they are finite, and there are never enough things to 
satisfy the selfish fleshly appetites of every human being.  But the blessings Jesus offers are 
available in infinite supply, and he wants us all to be content with what he and his Father offer. 
 
Therefore our priesthood* and our sacrifices should not be literal parallels of the things that 
accompany human-made religions.  The hallmark of human religion is faithful, diligent 
observance;  but the hallmark of faith in the gospel is simple, humble trust in the Savior.  Peter 
illustrates this with the quote from Isaiah 28: "the one who trusts in him will never be put to 
shame"**.  In truth, the faithful will sometimes be put to shame by this world's standards, but 
they will always shine like stars in God's eyes. 
 

* In the Levitical system, the priests were the intercessors for everyone else, and they had to be specially 
prepared so that they could help others through sacrifices.  Jesus the high priest has done away with the 
offering of blood sacrifices, and with all of the other external practices of the old law.  But, as the New 
Testament indicates, believers in the gospel are priests in a new, more spiritual sense.  Our ministry calls us 
to become living sacrifices (see also Romans 12:1) for the sake of others who need God. 
 
** The NASB says, "shall not be disappointed".  Although this has a slightly different connotation, the 
principle remains the same: those who trust Jesus only for help in this world may well be disappointed, but 
those who seek Jesus in order to know God and to save their souls will not be disappointed. 

 
So we are faced not only with the question of whether to believe that Jesus is God's Son, but 
also, and more importantly, with the decision whether to believe or not to believe the gospel of 
his grace (2:7-8).  To those who believe and understand the gospel, Jesus is the most precious 
thing they can have, because only he can meet their deepest needs.  But Jesus and the gospel are 
stumbling blocks to those who do not accept the overall perspective of the gospel - and this 
includes many persons who willingly acknowledge that Jesus is the Son of God. 
 
Many of the ancient Israelites believed that Jehovah God had created them, but then rejected his 
real purpose for them.  And there are millions of persons today who accept the historical truths of 
Christianity and call themselves Christians, but who reject the message of grace that will always 
be the heart of the gospel.  They do not want to accept that their souls are no more and no less 
important than anyone else's;  they cannot accept grace as the sole hope of salvation for everyone. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What things are suggested by the image of living 
stones?  What does this image teach us about God's desire for our lives and ministries?  
What kind of priesthood do we have in Jesus?  What kind of trust does Peter's quote from 
Isaiah 28 describe?  How does it connect with his idea of living stones?  How is it 
possible for someone to accept that God and Jesus exist, but not to accept the gospel? 

 
Who We Are Now (1 Peter 2:9 -10 ) 
 
Christians have been called out of this world, and have together become a new, unworldly body.  
The world may teach us to identify ourselves with a particular nation, home city or state, a 
specific race or gender, an age group, or a profession, but in Christ there is no meaning to such 
trivial distinctions.  We are now one with those of every time and place who have come to Jesus. 

 3



 4

 
In one sense, our well-defined identity in Jesus is simple to understand (2:9).  We know that in 
Jesus we have been chosen, as Peter has emphasized a number of times.  We can understand that 
we are, in a sense, royal*, because we belong to the Lord and King of the universe.  And Peter 
has also emphasized that we are holy, no longer belonging to this earth or its kingdoms. 
 

* Literally, 'kingly' (as in some less common translations).  Notice the way that Peter reverses the usual 
association of two of these adjectives: normally a priesthood would be holy and a kingdom would be royal, 
but the apostle switches the adjectives to reflect the different nature of our identity as believers. 

 
Yet the implications of these concepts take more than a lifetime to appreciate.  They are as 
different from any earthly concept of identity as light is from darkness.  They call us to set aside 
fleshly concepts of the church as a cultural institution or a social organization, or even as a 
'religious group'.  The world has a grudging tolerance for such ideas, because they force us to 
play by its rules, as just one more interest group competing for attention, power, and influence. 
 
We have been chosen out of this world, not in order to succeed on this earth in fleshly terms, nor 
even to run away from the influences of the world, but so that we and others can overcome the 
world.  We serve and seek a heavenly king and kingdom, not in order to infiltrate or even change 
this earth's kings and kingdoms, but to render them meaningless through the gospel. 
 
Peter thus reminds us of the most basic changes to our identity that came when we believed the 
gospel, to help us to see our position on this earth more clearly (2:10).  Once each of us merely 
belonged to various geographic or demographic groups, and we each thought of ourselves 
accordingly.  Now, in Jesus, we have the new identity of the people of God - not in a trivial 
sense, as the ancient Israelites mistakenly thought, of being some kind of privileged polity 
around which they expected this world's affairs to revolve - but in a transcendent sense. 
 
Before we responded to the call of the gospel, we had not been shown mercy for our sins.  We 
lived by law and stood before God on the basis of law - perhaps thinking ourselves to be better 
than the average person, perhaps thinking ourselves worse, but in truth equally condemned.  For 
no one is ever justified before God by law, whether that law is civil or 'religious'. 
 
Now we have been shown mercy, for we have been blessed with God's abundant outpouring of 
grace.  Our past sins have been forgiven, but this is not all.  Forever more we can stand before 
God and with God on the basis of grace and mercy, because he says, "I desire mercy, not 
sacrifice" (Hosea 6:6;  Matthew 9:13, 12:7). 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: For each of the descriptions of our collective identity 
in verse 9, describe in your own words what the apostle means.  What implications do 
these have?  How can they influence our thoughts, actions, and ministries?  Put the 'then 
and now' changes from verse 10 into your own words.  What implications do they have?  
What kind of overall response is Peter seeking to the things he has discussed so far? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 



TO THIS YOU WERE CALLED: 
THE FIRST EPISTLE OF PETER 

 
Notes For Week Five: Al iens In This Worl d  (1 Peter 2 :11-2 5 ) 

 
Nothing brings more j oy or hope than the faith and truth that come from Jesus.  B ut with these 
wonderful blessings come some sobering truths.  Most of the persons we know, even many of 
those who call themselves ' Christians' , have never turned from worldly perspectives to a godly, 
eternal viewpoint.  So, those with genuine faith in Christ truly are aliens in an unbelieving world. 
 
Review Of Recent Lessons 
 
Peter calls us to set our hope fully on God's grace (1 Peter 1:13-25).  We should learn to prepare 
our minds, turning away from worldly perspectives so that we can see what matters most to God.  
Recognizing that the things of this earth are all perishable, while only the things of God are 
imperishable, is a crucial step in understanding the gospel.  Our faith in Jesus also allows us to 
have sincere love for others, not the self-interested kind of 'love' that the worldly practice. 
 
As we come to him, he asks us to reconsider many of our attitudes and to re-evaluate many of 
our priorities (1 Peter 2:1-10).  In order to grow spiritually, we must seek and appreciate spiritual 
nourishment (which Peter symbolizes as milk, since his original readers were new to the faith).  
At the same time, we should purify ourselves from within, confronting and eliminating the root 
sins that can later come out in ways that harm others and ourselves. 
 
Jesus is the cornerstone chosen by God the Father, and thus he provides the only sure foundation 
for our souls.  God makes us 'living stones', building a spiritual house out of unlikely material.  
Yet we, for our part, must choose to believe, not just in Jesus' divinity, but also in the gospel of 
grace through his blood.  Because the gospel contradicts worldly philosophies and values, there 
are many who find Jesus' true nature a stumbling block, and who thus do not believe. 
 
In Jesus, we now have a new identity, clearly defined by God and by the priorities of the gospel.  
Before we believed the gospel, we each had our separate earthly identities, but now we are a new 
and holy body in God's sight.  This parallels the change that has taken place inside each of us.  
We no longer stand guilty of sin before God, because in his grace he has shown us mercy. 
 
Living As Outsid ers (1 Peter 2:11-12) 
 
No one wants to be an outsider or a stranger, yet this is exactly what Christians are on this earth.  
Instead of fighting this, we ought to accept it and use it for the good of others.  When Christians 
try to blend in with the world, when Christians worry about being accepted by pagans, then we 
can at best offer them a fleshly counterfeit of Christianity, full of activity but empty of purpose. 
 
When we accept our identity here as aliens and strangers on this planet, we realize the 
implications that this has (2:11).  The apostle explains that our status as visitors makes it 
important for us to abstain from sinful desires*, for two different reasons - neither one having to 
do with being 'punished' for our misbehavior. 
 

* The original Greek simply says 'fleshly desires' (or 'desires of the flesh').  Most translations add some 
kind of suggestion that the apostle is referring specifically to those desires that could be labeled as 'bad' or 
as 'sin' - this involves something of an interpretation on the part of the translators. 
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The appetites of the flesh* "war against the soul" because the things that the soul needs are 
inherently different from the things that the flesh desires.  Thus, even non-sinful desires can 
damage the soul if they are indulged at the expense of nourishing the soul.  Because we have a 
finite amount of time, energy, and other resources, there will often be times when we have to 
choose whether to satisfy the flesh or satisfy the soul.  The flesh makes its demands more loudly 
and persistently, but even when we give it what it desires, it does not remain satisfied for long. 
 

* The Greek word σαρξ ("sarx") means "flesh", but it is not an exact equivalent of our English word.  It 
can include 'intangible' desires such as anger or envy, since they are based on satisfying the fleshly side of 
our nature, rather than the soul.  In the NIV , σαρξ is sometimes translated "sinful nature" in some contexts.  
Probably the closest true equivalent in our language would be "earthly nature", or perhaps "human nature", 
which some translations of the New Testament use in certain contexts. 

 
That we live amongst unbelievers gives us a second good reason to abstain from fulfilling our 
fleshly urges (2:12).  Because unbelievers do not know the living God, they will often base their 
opinion of God on the words and actions of those who profess faith in God.  Although this is the 
wrong way to seek God, the apostle tells us that we can try to use it positively, by living "good 
lives among the pagans".  Our words and actions will ultimately reveal what we truly value. 
 
Although there are many examples of those who proclaim God by inappropriate means, this just 
emphasizes the importance of truly good examples from sincere believers.  We can and should 
allow the distinction between believer and unbeliever to become clear, so that God will clearly 
receive the credit for our acts of love and compassion.  Remember that the worldly rarely have a 
chance to see genuine Christianity.  They constantly see phony distortions of Christianity used 
by celebrities, politicians, self-help gurus, modern-day Pharisees, and other such vermin.  We 
have the opportunity to show them what genuine faith in Jesus is all about. 
 
Unfortunately, living as Christ calls us to live also arouses opposition.  Anyone who believes the 
gospel of grace will not need to provoke confrontation, for the values of the gospel will often 
conflict involuntarily with those of this world.  This is why the apostle describes a seemingly 
contradictory situation, with unbelievers accusing Christians of wrong but then glorifying God*.  
This is what actually happened in the 1st century AD: public opinion considered followers of 
Jesus to be guilty of an amazing number of offenses**, but also credited them with some 
extraordinary acts of self-sacrifice and compassion. 
 

* Peter's phrasing in verse 12 most likely refers to the final judgment.  It probably means that these 
unbelievers will be forced reluctantly to give God glory, though it could be interpreted as saying that some 
of them may come to faith through seeing the lives of Christians. 
 
** Greek and Roman society found the early believers confusing, strange, and frightening.  Some of their 
accusations seem bizarre, and show how different the gospel is from earthly philosophies.  For example, 
because the early believers used terms like 'eating the flesh and drinking the blood' in connection with the 
Lord's Supper (and often withdrew from unbelievers for the Supper), they were suspected of cannibalism.  
Other distinctive practices provoked charges of crimes like incest, immorality, and even atheism. 

 
Questions For Discussion or Study: Why does Peter keep calling us "strangers" and other 
such terms?  What does he mean by sinful (or fleshly) desires?  Why should we abstain 
from them?  What kinds of things should unbelievers see in us?  What kinds of 
accusations might they make?  How can they accuse us and still glorify God?  If we do 
not get a reaction from unbelievers, does this mean that we are doing something wrong? 
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The God ly Way To U se Our Freed om  (1Peter 2:13-20 ) 
 
Our freedom in Jesus is precious, and it should not be used for worldly ends that benefit only 
ourselves.  Although worldly leaders and authorities often have neither wisdom nor legitimacy, 
we are called to tolerate them, and to use our freedom in Jesus for more important purposes than 
correcting their many foolish errors and presumptions.  In Christ we can rise above such things. 
 
Dealing with human authorities can raise difficult questions, so Peter gives us some principles to 
follow (2:13-17).  First, we should accept* without judgment the existence of human-made 
institutions**, seeing them for what they are.  The worldly consider them necessary, and though 
they serve no spiritual purpose (and little purpose of any constructive kind), they are always 
available for God to use when he considers it appropriate.  Though we cannot know (and should 
not speculate) when this happens in our own lifetimes, we can be assured that God does know. 
 

* The word in the original Greek implies a lack of opposition, rather than an active obedience.  This slight 
shade of difference can help in understanding what this verse might mean in practice for us.  Remember 
that Peter wrote this when the notorious Nero was the emperor of Rome, and when most of the Roman 
provincial governors were corrupt, brutal, or both. 
 
** The Greek text refers literally to "human creations", implying by what follows that it refers to human 
governments and other human authority structures. 

 
God also tells us to live so as to silence the ignorant talk of foolish persons.  He does not ask us 
to lobby for political change, or to seek earthly popularity or authority.  He does not expect us to 
fix the world's problems, and does not ask us to make loud critiques of every mistake made by 
the worldly.  To do this would not only take up all of our time, without much to show for it, but 
it would also distract us from the more important responsibility of helping others to see God's 
light in a world filled with darkness.  We can do this more by example than by debate. 
 
Instead we are, as he has said above, to live lives that cannot reasonably be criticized.  Most of 
the world's laws and rules, while so often foolish, can nevertheless be obeyed without sinning.  
When this is possible, we should do so despite what we may think of them from an earthly 
perspective.  This is a third important principle that the apostle discusses: "do not use your 
freedom as a cover-up for evil". 
 
We have all met persons who are quick to justify selfish behavior by saying that "it's what I 
believe in" or "it's a matter of principle".  Any time that we hold a 'belief' that just happens to 
excuse us acting in a self-interested fashion, we ought to search our hearts to find the real truth.  
Jesus acted on what he believed, and it did not bring him profit, popularity, or comfort.  Jesus, 
not the wealthy and powerful of this world, is our example. 
 
The same principles apply when dealing with the many injustices in this life (2:18-20). Peter 
even calls slaves* and servants to accept their positions and to set an example of self-sacrifice.  
Note that here he is not speaking to their alleged 'masters', for God would have a very different 
message for them.  There are indeed times for us to confront the worldly, but we should not do 
so when it is only our own interests or rights that are at stake.  As believers, we must learn to 
allow the call of the gospel to rise above our personal interests. 
 

* Although the forms of slavery practiced in ancient Greece and ancient Rome differed in some significant 
ways from slavery in more recent times, the institution was just as objectionable then as it is in our own 
country's history.  Nevertheless, it is wrong to assume that Peter (or God) accepts slavery in any form.  
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Rather, this teaching is an instance of the principle Peter explains below - Jesus' example teaches us to 
endure earthly persecutions and injustices for the sake of the gospel. 

 
So the apostle tells us to accept earthly authorities or 'bosses', not only those who are good (that 
is, effective and/ or kind), but also those who are very difficult to deal with.  This is indeed one of 
the hardest teachings in Scripture to accept.  Knowing how difficult this can be, Peter offers us 
some help, reminding us to be conscious of God.  Someday God will judge all those who think 
they are rulers or 'masters', and he will not overlook their pride or their exploitation of others. 
 
So, like many other things the apostle has told us, this too depends on whether we really have 
faith in the unseen.  Thus, the blessing that Peter offers us - that we shall be commended by God 
for the unjust sufferings we must endure - is also of great value if and only if we believe in the 
reality of the gospel.  To understand and live by the things Jesus teaches us, there is no substitute 
for nurturing faith and trust in the crucifixion and resurrection of the Messiah Jesus. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What kinds of human authorities or institutions is 
Peter thinking of in these passages?  What similarities and differences would they have 
with the ones we must live with?  What 'ignorant talk' should we silence?  How can we 
do so?  How would the principles in this passage apply for us?  Give some practical 
examples of times when we should use these ideas. 

 
J esus Left U s An E x am p le (1 Peter 2:21-25) 
 
These are hard teachings, yet they involve no more than Jesus himself was willing to do for us.  
We are all deeply fortunate that Jesus did not demand his proper rights as God's Son, and that he 
did not refuse to endure injustice or underserved persecution.  Instead, he willingly suffered for 
the sake of others.  If we wish to be his followers, then we must accept his call to do the same. 
 
The simple but powerful reason behind many of these difficult teachings is that we are only 
saved at all because Jesus Christ suffered for us (2:21-22).  To follow in his steps is only 
appropriate, because he relieved us of an unbearable burden.  He literally shed his blood and lost 
his life, which most of us never will have to do.  Moreover, he did so without giving in to sin, 
deceit, or hatred of any kind.  We can never live up to his standard of perfect self-sacrifice, but 
we can show him that we love him for it, by enduring the relatively small injustices we face here. 
 
Jesus' example of grace is compelling and thought-provoking (2:23-25).  His remarkable 
patience and forbearance show that it is possible to endure the worst without sinning in return - 
indeed, that it is possible to repay cruelty with compassion.  More than that, the crucifixion 
assures us that we have the opportunity to return to God.  The drastic nature of what Jesus 
endured convicts us of the high price of sin, while also showing us the deep compassion that God 
has for the sinful.  Every believer should become intimately and personally acquainted with the 
cross.  It is often an uncomfortable and unpleasant topic, but it lies at the heart of the gospel. 
 

Questions for Discussion Or Study: Consider the previous passages - how do Jesus' 
sufferings connect with the things Peter asks us to do?  How does the relative degree of 
difficulty compare?  How can we learn to be more convicted or motivated by the 
crucifixion?  What effect might this have on our lives and ministries? 

- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small group study, without further 
permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  Any other use requires the permission of the author. 



TO THIS YOU WERE CALLED: 
THE FIRST EPISTLE OF PETER 

 
Notes For Week Six : Liv ing In Harm ony  (1 Peter 3:1-9 ) 

 
S ince those who follow Jesus are strangers and aliens in a world of unbelief and faithlessness, it 
is all the more important for us to live in harmony with one another.  This ideal cannot become 
reality without making sacrifices.  W e all, of course, would like to have others make the 
sacrifices - but each of us is called to give to others, regardless of whether they give back. 
 
Review Of Rec en t Lesson s 
 
As believers in the gospel, we are called to set our hope fully on God's grace, and not in any of 
this world's promises (1 Peter 1:13-25).  As we come to God through Jesus, we must purify our 
hearts, allow God to work as he wills, and accept our new and holy identity (1 Peter 2:1-10). 
 
As aliens and strangers (sojourners) in this world (1 Peter 2:1-25), we should accept the necessity 
of living as outsiders.  This involves abstaining from sinful (or fleshly) desires, since these can 
arouse the flesh and harm the soul.  If we live as Jesus calls us to live, then unbelievers may still 
accuse us of being wrong, but they will implicitly glorify God through acknowledging our faith. 
 
Using our freedom in a godly way can be difficult.  Although human authorities and institutions 
have no spiritual legitimacy or authority, we nevertheless should accept them for what they are, 
and should focus our attentions on things more important than correcting them.  Even when 
dealing with definite injustices, we should remember that the gospel comes first.  We must leave 
punishment to God, and be willing to endure this world's ills for the sake of something better. 
 
In all of these things, Jesus left us his example.  He suffered great injustices, and endured painful 
trials, for our sake.  His example of grace teaches us to do the same for the sake of others.  Our 
brothers and sisters in Jesus always need spiritual encouragement to remain faithful, and 
unbelievers need to see examples of those who truly live by the gospel's call.  Jesus' patience and 
forbearance teach us how to act whenever the things of this world are not to our liking. 
 
J esus' Ex am p le For Wives (1 Peter 3:1-4 ) 
 
Peter now discusses personal relationships, beginning with marriage.  He speaks first to wives 
and then to husbands, but it is implicit in his comments that both parties will share a common 
perspective.  And it is understood that these directives are based on Jesus' example, not on 
arbitrary rules.  The apostle first urges wives to let Christ's love and patience show through them. 
 
The purity and reverence* Peter recommends for wives is another direct implication of Jesus' 
example (3:1-2).  Wives are called to accept their husbands - whether the husbands are believers 
or not - in the same way that all of us are to accept human institutions and rulers.  The 
submission Peter calls for is, again, not rigorous obedience but humble acceptance, a willingness 
to allow others to be and act as they are.  Like the teachings in 2:13-25, the apostle refers here to 
attitude rather than to behavior, and he teaches a perspective rather than setting rules. 
 

* Literally, fear (φοβοs, "phobos"), as also in 1:17.  The apostle again speaks here of the godly kind of fear 
motivated by respect and humility, not fleshly fear motivated by a dread of punishment. 
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Peter knows that not every pagan husband will be "won over without words", and yet this is no 
less than Jesus did: although the vast majority of witnesses to his death were unmoved, he still 
endured everything for the sake of the few who would turn to him.  Potential results are not the 
standard of behavior in Jesus - faithfulness is.  This same principle, of following Jesus' example, 
applies to all of these specific situations that the apostle discusses in this part of his epistle. 
 
The believer's standard of true beauty also follows naturally from this idea (3:3-4).  The world 
pursues the wrong kind of "beauty", using artificial means to create an attractive but superficial 
outward appearance.  Although there are many excuses for valuing this kind of "beauty", they do 
not come from God.  Over the centuries, both men and women have made countless mistakes 
and have committed countless sins that have ruined countless lives, all because they treasured the 
false allure of physical appearance above the more subtle appeal of godly qualities. 
 
Just as we are to value the imperishable over the perishable in other areas, so also women should 
nurture an inner, unfading, imperishable* beauty.  A "quiet and gentle spirit" may not impress 
the worldly, but it is "of great worth in God's sight".  While this ideal is a challenge for many 
women, it is implicit in Peter's words that men should also learn to appreciate women for the 
right reasons.  The troglodyte mentality that values women primarily for their physical 
appearance has no place in Christianity, neither in the female mind nor in the male mind. 
 

* Peter uses one of the same words here that he used in 1:4 to refer to our spiritual inheritance.  The NASB 
translates it 'imperishable' in both places, while the NIV  uses 'never perish' in 1:4 and 'unfading' in 3:4. 

 
Males have tremendous difficulty in behaving intelligently when it comes to women, but this 
obvious fact does not in the least excuse wives or women for behaving in a worldly manner 
themselves.  Remember that Jesus died for us, not because we deserved it but because we needed 
it.  So also, wives should treat their husbands with respect and appreciation - not because they 
deserve it, but because they badly need it.  Believing males need encouragement from godly 
females to help them resist the world's incessant promotion of foolish male stereotypes. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What are the similarities between a marriage 
relationship and the situations discussed in 2:13-25?  How does Jesus' example apply to 
both?  What attitude does Peter tell wives to have?  How does a godly idea of beauty 
follow from Jesus' example?  What practical decisions might a woman have to make in 
order to put these ideas into practice?  How could this passage also challenge men? 

 
J esus' Ex am p le For Husban ds (1 Peter 3:5 -7 ) 
 
Nor does the apostle provide any basis for cloddish males to think that they have a license to lord 
it over their families.  On the contrary, they must always be considerate, respectful, and gracious.  
This in turn is quite a challenge for most men, because the world provides a very different kind 
of male ideal.  Following Christ's example is challenging to the fleshly nature of both sexes. 
 
If women are called to pursue the right kind of beauty, then males are also expected to appreciate 
true beauty (3:5-6).  Although the apostle continues to address women, his words are also a call 
to men to learn how to recognize godly beauty in women.  As with so many things Peter has 
discussed, this has to start with the realization that the world's teachings on the subject are full of 
folly and selfishness.  And, again like many of the epistle's teachings, this one too calls for us to 
help one another to reject the teachings of this world and to follow the example of Christ. 
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Sarah and Abraham (the apostle's example) had their problems and made their share of mistakes.  
But they stayed close together for many years, forgave each other, and shared in bringing up a 
faithful son.  Sarah did respect Abraham, while he did love her and value her highly.  The errors 
they made remind us that we too shall inevitably make mistakes.  If we show honor and respect 
only when it is deserved, then not only will our marriages fail, but indeed all of our relationships 
will suffer. 
 
Besides learning to view women from a more Christ-like viewpoint, husbands are called above 
all to be considerate and kind* (3:7).  Here too, both partners must work together.  The world 
constantly encourages males to seek thrills and excitement that please the flesh and glorify self.  
Sadly, many females are also unduly impressed by such behavior.  Y et just as Jesus calls men to 
learn to value the right things in women, so also he calls women** to learn to appreciate godly 
men rather than admiring those with worldly characteristics. 
 

* Compare the teachings in this chapter with those in other New Testament passages (for example, 
Ephesians 5) about marriage and related topics.  Wives are always called to show respect and acceptance, 
while the husbands are called to show gentleness and compassion.  Each party is asked to give the other 
what he or she most needs (even if this need is not openly acknowledged by the spouse).  In meeting these 
needs, each party is also asked to deal with something particularly difficult in himself or herself. 
 
** The wife is the "weaker partner" only in terms of physical strength.  Roman and Greek men often used 
their larger size to intimidate or abuse women, while Roman and Greek women frequently used 
manipulation or psychology to dominate or undermine men in other ways.  In other words, relations 
between the sexes were much as they are now.  Indeed, most of the same dynamics we see today in worldly 
relationships between males and females were just as prominent in the ancient world.  (The vast majority of 
believers have an entirely inaccurate view of gender roles in the ancient world, basing them on the 
unfounded statements of modern commentators, rather than on writings of those who lived in the era.) 

 
These attitudes, like so many other aspects of the changed perspective that comes from new birth 
in Christ, are equally challenging for everyone.  Understood properly, we see that the Scriptures 
never favor any one group over another, but rather they teach each of us to deal with the things 
that are the hardest for us.  The world teaches women to emphasize their physical appeal, and 
men to emphasize aggressive behavior; but Jesus calls both to live in a more godly fashion.  
Then, as Peter implies, we can worship and minister together unhindered by worldly stereotypes. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What do Peter's instructions to wives imply to men?  
What do his instructions to husbands imply to women?  What reasons might he have for 
these teachings?  Do they place unequal responsibility or privilege on either partner?  
How could these ideas apply in other relationships besides marriage? 

 
J esus' Ex am p le For A ll Of U s (1 Peter 3:8-9 ) 
 
When we wish to follow Jesus, similar principles should apply in all of our relationships.  We all 
have an equal responsibility for developing an atmosphere of acceptance, liberty, and trust 
amongst fellow believers.  Sympathy for the suffering, compassion for the erring, and above all 
humility towards everyone: these are essential foundations for a healthy community of believers. 
 
While many details will vary, all Christian relationships can be based on a set of similar 
principles (3:8).  To seek to live in harmony is a desire of many - both pagan and Christian - but 
the worldly seek it in vain.  They can experience harmony only for short periods when 
everyone's interests coincide, for at other times they have no lasting way to overcome their 
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differences.  Even in the church, we all would like to have others sacrifice their privileges and 
opinions, so that we won't have to do so; but this is not the way that it works. 
 
Lasting harmony only comes when all of us set aside our own opinions, agendas, and selfish 
interests, and replace them with something greater.  Then we can base our relationships on true 
sympathy*, love, and compassion.  To instill and develop such values is far more important to 
our ministries than any slogans, methods, activities, or gimmicks will ever be. 
 

* Our word 'sympathy' is simply a direct transliteration of the Greek word used here.  Both words literally 
mean 'to suffer with'. 

 
We are also called to go beyond these basics, and truly to live by our calling in Jesus (3:9).  Even 
believers will contend with their fleshly natures as long as they live on this earth, and this means 
that we shall sometimes confuse, frustrate, or even hurt one another.  Even believers face the 
temptation to repay evil with evil, but we must not give in to this, and we must not call revenge 
"justice".  Jesus' own attitude, his willingness to repay insult with blessing, is essential if we are 
to live and minister as he has called us to do. 
 
To this we indeed were called, and we are called by the blood of Jesus, poured out for us.  
Whether we are dealing with pagan authorities, spiritual leaders, spouses, family, friends, or 
anyone else, we should strive to give them what they need, not what they desire, and not what 
they deserve.  This will mean many different things at many different times, and it will not 
always be easy to know what is best.  Jesus wishes to teach us faith, grace, and perspective, not 
rules, rights or law. 
 
The Scriptures simply do not tell us who gets to have his way, who gets the final word in a 
disagreement, how we can get our talents to be properly recognized, or how to get our 
government to enforce Christian morality.  These are the wrong questions to ask, and they are the 
wrong things to focus on.  If we do not have the attitude of Christ, then it is irrelevant to God 
whether or not we have the 'correct' answers in matters like these.  If we do have the right 
attitude, then he can always easily guide us in the direction he wills for us. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What parallels do the teachings in these verses have 
with the previous passages?  Are there any additional teachings here?  Why does the 
apostle emphasize attitudes instead of giving specific guidelines for how to handle 
differences and disputes?  What does this show about God's priorities and perspectives? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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TO THIS YOU WERE CALLED: 
THE FIRST EPISTLE OF PETER 

 
Notes For Week Seven: Su fferi ng  For Th e Tru th  (1 Peter 3 :10 -2 2 ) 

 
The lives of Christians can bring encouragement to believers and light to unbelievers.  I n some 
respects, the lifestyle of Jesus - with its emphasis on compassion and sincerity - is j ust as 
pleasing to the world as it is to God.  Y et we must not make the mistake of thinking that, j ust 
because we live godly lives, we shall then be free from suffering, trouble, or persecution. 
 
Review Of Rec en t Lesson s 
 
Peter often reminds us that we are aliens and strangers in this world (1 Peter 2:11-25).  We 
should follow the example of Jesus in all things, for he too never belonged to this world, even 
when he physically lived in it.  Jesus gives each person what he or she needs - he does not give 
us what we deserve, or what we desire, but instead shows us grace and genuine compassion. 
 
In following Jesus' example, we also should strive to give others what they need, not what they 
deserve or desire.   Jesus' example for citizens of this world is to accept its kingdoms and 
authorities for the weak, fallible human institutions they are.  We have more important things to 
do than to fuss about their many problems and errors.   Likewise, his example for servants is to 
live faithfully, accepting even injustice for the sake of the gospel, just as Jesus did for us. 
 
These attitudes bring mixed results in dealing with the worldly, but in Christian fellowship they 
help us to live in harmony (1 Peter 3:1-9).  Jesus' example for wives is to give their husbands 
what they need, by accepting them and showing respect despite their flaws.  All women should 
strive for true, inner, spiritual beauty rather than the shallow type of beauty that pagans value. 
 
Jesus' example for husbands, then, requires them to appreciate this true beauty.  Husbands must 
also give their wives the compassion and gentle treatment that they need;  there is nothing in 
Scripture to justify male domination, nor does Scripture justify authoritarian "leadership" of any 
kind.  Amongst other things, these attitudes allow us to worship and minister together 
unhindered.  Indeed, Jesus' example for all of us reminds us to live by our calling: to emulate 
Jesus in being a blessing to others, regardless of whether they insult us or bless us in return. 
 
The Blessed Life (1 Peter 3:10-14 ) 
 
To a believer, every decision and every action should be guided by godly perspectives on truth, 
righteousness, and faith.  As hard as it can be, we must reject the worldly habit of doing the right 
thing only when we can expect some positive result to come from it.  We need to look beyond 
our interests, and consider how to benefit others.  God's right and wrong must become ours. 
 
The quote from Psalm 34 highlights this, and reminds us of God's perspectives (3:10-12).  These 
verses simply re-emphasize the difference between living to please the soul and living to please 
the flesh.  Those who love and appreciate the life* God has given them will not use it for the 
shallow purpose of pleasing the flesh, but will instead show God their gratitude and appreciation 
by using their lives in the ways that he has asked us to. 
 

* There are two Greek words that are translated into English as "life", and they have different connotations.  
The word here is ζωη ("zoe", familiar through the English prefix zoo-), which is the broadest term.  It 
incorporates the entire idea of life, both in this world and in eternity.  By contrast, βιοs ("bios", as in 
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English words such as biology, & c.) means physical or biological life;  for humans it can also refer to the 
course of one's life on this earth.  The word ψυχη ("psyche", 'soul';  see the notes to 1:9) is sometimes also 
translated 'life' in certain contexts that emphasize the more personal aspects of living. 

 
Peter mentions an aspect of this, restraining the tongue, that may seem at first to be rather simple.  
Yet, as books like James and Proverbs remind us at greater length, it can be quite a challenge for 
humans to use the gift of speech in an appropriate way.  Likewise, the call for us to do good and 
to seek peace seems easy at first.  And indeed it would be simple, if we could accept the fact that 
the principle applies even when our self-interest may suffer as a result. 
 
Thus the psalmist reminds us that the eyes of the Lord are always upon us.  It is very tempting to 
try to evade the full impact of these verses by using rationalizations, by saying we want 'justice' 
when in fact we really desire revenge, or by saying that something is 'a matter of principle' when 
it is really just a matter of foolish pride.  Such deceptions may fool many of the humans around 
us, but they will not fool God.  And "the face of the Lord is against those who do evil". 
 
So all this does not change when doing right causes us inconvenience or even pain (3:13-14).  It 
is irrational for the world to hurt us when all we wish to do is to help them, yet there will be 
those who wish to harm us all the same.  In doing so, they often rely on the worldly fear of being 
unpopular.  Believers who want to help others have to learn not to worry about being considered 
strange or fanatical;  the only way truly to love others is to tell them the truth. 
 
The apostle reminds us that there is a blessedness (not happiness* as we normally use the word, 
but something deeper and more meaningful) in suffering, provided it is for the right reasons (see 
also 1 Peter 2:19-21 and 4:15-16).  The writer of Hebrews tells us that Jesus himself endured 
great pain and injustice for the sake of "the joy set before him" (Hebrews 12:2). 
 

* The word used in verse 14, and in passages such as the Beatitudes, is μακαριοs ("makarios", meaning 
'blessed').  In Greek literature, this word was used to refer to persons who, after death, were admitted by the 
gods to the Islands Of The Blessed.  Thus the 'blessedness' of μακαριοs transcends earthly circumstance 
and emotion.  In Greek classics, μακαριοs is sometimes translated as 'supremely happy', to distinguish it 
from ευδαιμονια ("eudaimonia"), which is closer to our word 'happiness'.  This latter word was used by 
philosophers such as Aristotle to mean a general sense of well-being and contentment on this earth, and in 
everyday speech it meant about what we mean by 'happy'.  The New Testament does not use 
ευδαιμονια, since the purpose of the gospel is not 'happiness' in the sense that we usually use the word. 

 
Isaiah* told us not to fear the same things the world fears**.  From terrorists to stock market 
crashes, from being unpopular to getting old, the world unceasingly tells us all the things we 
should worry about.  The news media, politicians and the government, schools, even some 
corporations and celebrities, all share a common self-interest in keeping us anxious, upset, 
insecure, and confused.  No one in this world can be trusted to tell us the truth.  God can, and 
does, tell us what truly is worth fearing, and what truly is worth seeking.  Trust him only. 
 

* In its original context, the verse quoted by Peter (Isaiah 8:12) called the king and people of Judah not to 
fear a threatened invasion by their neighbors, for God promised to end the threat for them.  Instead, Judah 
sought help from the powerful pagan Assyrians, and eventually paid a heavy price for their decision. 
 
** The NASB translates the NT text more literally as, "do not fear their intimidation", instead of holding 
more closely to the original meaning of the quote in Isaiah. 

 
Questions For Discussion Or Study: What does Peter mean by "to love life"?  What does 
the quote from Psalm 34 teach us?  Why will the worldly still sometimes harm us even if 
we want to do good for them?  How should we respond when they do?  What are some of 
the things this world fears?  How can we stop fearing them ourselves? 
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Be Prep ared To A n swer (1 Peter 3:15 -17 ) 
 
We can teach the truth, no matter how unpopular, in a way that always reflects Jesus' compassion 
and thoughtfulness.  Peter reminds us to proclaim Jesus respectfully, for he knows very well how 
easily humans can go to extremes.  We do not have to be angry or hostile in proclaiming the 
gospel, but neither should we become intimidated by the world's displeasure with spiritual truths. 
 
To proclaim Jesus and the gospel in the right way is just as important as the willingness to 
proclaim them at all (3:15-17).  Because of the challenge that the gospel presents to the flesh, it 
is all too easy for ministry to deteriorate into an activity or even a competition.  Once again, we 
find ourselves with the choice of telling others what they wish to hear, telling them what they 
deserve to hear, or telling them what they need to hear. 
 
If we do let Jesus rule in our hearts, as Peter advises, then it won't be as difficult to teach the true 
gospel to others.  This does mean that we have to distinguish between being led by Jesus and 
being led by the church or its leaders.  There will indeed be times when teaching the truth about 
Jesus may not bring any tangible results that would benefit our congregation or ourselves.  But 
remember that Jesus himself did not live to see the full fruits of his ministry on this earth. 
 
For us to teach with gentleness and respect is not what most unbelievers deserve, but it is what 
they need.  We should view the opportunities that present themselves as chances to tell others 
about Jesus, not necessarily about our church as an organization.  Only Jesus can save them;  you, 
I, and the church cannot.  Then also, when we face opposition, we probably will not 'deserve' to 
face it - but this too is a necessary part of giving others what they need. 
 
We may have to suffer from time to time, in order to present those around us with the chance 
they need to hear the gospel taught purely, without silly political messages or earthly church 
programs cluttering it up.  When we do suffer, remember what Peter has told us about not fearing 
what the world fears.  And let us not over-dramatize the (usually minor) inconveniences and 
discomforts we may face for the gospel.  The worldly are quite proficient in blowing their 
problems out of proportion, in order to feel more important or in order to rationalize actions that 
they wanted to take anyway.  The gospel is not an excuse for self-importance or self-indulgence. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What does Peter mean by being "prepared" (or 
ready) to explain our hope in Christ?  How do we 'prepare' ourselves?  How do we 
recognize opportunities?  How can we say things that are true but unpopular, and still 
remain gentle and respectful?  How do the apostle's instructions help us to understand the 
proper role that we can play in helping others to believe in Jesus? 

 
D ead I n  The Body,  A live I n  The S p irit (1 Peter 3:18-22) 
 
Jesus' own example again parallels the way he calls his followers to live.  If we endure ridicule 
or unpleasantness to teach someone the truth, then this is no more than Jesus experienced every 
day of his ministry.  If we must give up worldly honor or pleasure to devote ourselves to worship 
and ministry, remember what Jesus left when he came to our world to live a life of sacrifice. 
 
Once again Peter exhorts us to remember Christ's example (3:18).  His death for our sins reminds 
us that if we 'die' a little, from ridicule or by missing out on worldly opportunities so that we can 
pursue ministry opportunities, then this is no more than what Jesus did on a much larger scale. 
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If we find ourselves sacrificing for those we consider ungodly or unrighteous, then this too is no 
more than what Jesus did in a much greater way.  He gave his life for us when he was perfectly 
righteous and we were completely unrighteous.  By contrast, the difference in righteousness 
between us and even the worst of pagans is pretty small.  So we should not feel resentful if we 
have to give a little to those who don't seem to 'deserve' for us to make sacrifices for them. 
 
This perspective also helps us to avoid confusion from Peter's reference to the days of Noah 
(3:19-20).  Since he is emphasizing an attitude, this passage not a technical or historical 
discourse - thus it would be a presumptuous mistake to try to deduce a detailed scenario from it, 
no matter how interesting that might be.  Rather, Peter is emphasizing how far Jesus has gone in 
order to give everyone an opportunity to understand God. 
 
Through Noah, God and Jesus* preached to that lost world, even though at that time only a 
handful of persons were saved.  God infinitely valued those eight faithful souls, and saved them 
rather than destroying everything.  The rest of the humans perished in their sin, and so their 
spirits are now 'in prison'.  Peter is not trying to hint at something mysterious or secret involving 
the souls of those long-departed;  he is simply making a useful (if unexpected) parallel. 
 

* Compare this with other examples, such as 1 Corinthians 10:2-4, where New Testament writers describe 
Jesus as being present during events that are described in the Old Testament.  This is not meant to imply a 
mysterious visitation so much as an emphasis that God is One, and that Jesus, like the Father and the Spirit, 
has been in some sense a part of every spiritual event in history.  Another example would be Hebrews 1:2, 
which implies that Jesus played a role in the creation of our physical universe. 

 
The spiritual parallel with Christian water baptism again points us back to the grace of God 
(3:21-22).  Noah would not have been saved without God's gracious warning, and we would not 
be saved if we had been left to work out our salvation through our own strength and wisdom.  
Noah and his family were, in a sense, "saved through water" in that the waters of the flood 
separated them from the sin and defilement of the ungodly.  Noah's obedience was blessed, of 
course, but he still had to endure the anxiety and discomfort of the flood.  God did not simply 
remove him entirely from the situation. 
 
Likewise, our pledge of a good conscience* does not in itself save us.  "My conscience is clear, 
but that does not make me innocent.  It is the Lord who judges me." (1 Corinthians 4:4)  Water 
baptism, as well, does not save us as an act of merit or knowledge.  Its effectiveness comes from 
Jesus' crucifixion and resurrection.  There is, of course, important symbolic significance to 
baptism, and it is far from arbitrary on God's part to establish it as a crucial part of our response 
to the gospel.  But let us remember that it is the blood of Christ that saves us from sin, and the 
resurrection of Christ that promises us everlasting life. 
 

* The NASB translates the phrase as, "an appeal to God for a good conscience", perhaps in recognition of 
the fact that our conscience never can be 'good' in any absolute sense. 

 
Questions for Discussion or Study: Why is Peter so insistent in reminding us of Jesus' 
example?  How does it guide us in this passage?  Why does he mention events from 
Noah's time?  How does the purpose of this analogy help us to understand it?  In what 
sense does baptism save us?  In what sense does the resurrection save us? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small group study, without further 
permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  Any other use requires the permission of the author. 



TO THIS YOU WERE CALLED: 
THE FIRST EPISTLE OF PETER 

 
Notes For Week Eight: You Have Spent Enough Time (1 Peter 4:1-6) 

 
Peter knows how hard it is to resist one' s own fleshly nature.  T he faithful apostle has endured 
everything from threats of death to his own embarrassing mistakes.  H e has often endured defeat, 
yet has never stopped trying.  Now, he urges us also to resist our worldly desires.  H e does not 
tell us to ' cut back'  a little at a time, but rather to see fleshly desires for what they truly are. 
 
Review Of Recent Lessons 
 
We are aliens and strangers in this world (1 Peter 2:11-25), and should strive to live in harmony 
with one another (1 Peter 3:1-9).  In our relations with each other and with the world, we thus 
should focus on giving others what they need, not what they deserve and not what they desire. 
 
Even if we do what is right, we shall at times suffer for the truth (1 Peter 3:10-22).  To live a 
blessed life (one focused on pleasing God and on eternal security, not on short-term happiness), 
we should do what is right always, not only when it is in our self-interest to do so.  When we also 
learn not to fear the same things that the worldly fear, this also helps us to draw closer to God. 
 
To be prepared to answer for our faith, we do not need worldly methods.  But first we must let 
Jesus, rather than earthly things, rule in our hearts.  Unbelievers may not deserve for us to teach 
with gentleness and respect, yet this is what Jesus calls us to do, despite their sin.  Jesus himself 
died in the body, yet was always alive in the Spirit.  Though he was righteous, he died for the 
unrighteous.  Though he knew that most persons would not seek him, he still died for them all. 
 
Throughout the epistle, we see the need to accept responsibility in our relationship with God.  It 
is up to each of us as individuals to follow Jesus' example, without waiting to be told and without 
looking for an incentive.  It is up to each of us to focus on the imperishable;  no one can do this 
for anyone else.  Whether Jesus rules in your heart is up to you alone, not what is taught at your 
congregation.  Meditate on Jesus and understand him, and you will soon start to serve him freely. 
 
Done With Sin (1Peter 4:1-2) 
 
Jesus chose sacrifice and suffering over pleasure, not once but many times.  He did not choose to 
suffer without reason, but rather because he knew it was the only way to accomplish his father's 
will on this earth.  It is simply not possible - despite the many popular rationalizations to the 
contrary - for us to have all that we desire in this life while still serving God with all our hearts. 
 
To have* the same attitude as Jesus is certainly a challenge to all of us (4:1).  Specifically, too, 
Peter refers** to those aspects of Jesus' perspective that are the most difficult for the flesh to 
accept.  To Jesus, the value of another's soul and the desire to meet others' needs compelled him 
to pour out his life, and eventually his blood, for others. 
 

* As is reflected in most of the major translations, the text literally says to 'arm yourselves' with this 
attitude, as if it were a (defensive) weapon. 
 
** Compare this verse also with Philippians 2:5 and the verses that follow it.  Paul uses a different 
expression to refer to Christ's attitude, but he has in mind the same characteristics of Jesus' mindset. 
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The sufferings of Jesus are always uncomfortable to read about, yet they are an essential part of 
the gospel.  "Without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness".  The horrors of the 
crucifixion displease those who want an antiseptic savior who asks little in return.  But reading 
the same nightmarish descriptions of what Jesus endured can fill the soul of the believer with 
gratitude and relief, for we know that he endured all these things for our sake. 
 
This is the link between pain and purification that makes the gospel displeasing to those who 
wish to save themselves by their own goodness and works.  It explains why Paul refers to "the 
offense of the cross" (Galatians 5:11).  This world is lost, and it is full of suffering and injustice.  
Of course we all wish to avoid as much pain as possible in our own lives.  But to try to pretend 
that the world is basically a nice place, and that it didn't need a blood sacrifice as a means of 
salvation, is misguided, not righteous or compassionate, 
 
The truth is that the crucifixion's gory ordeal is no more and no less than a representation of what 
sin itself is truly all about: horrible death.  As those few who believe in the gospel itself, instead 
of our culture's trivializations of the gospel, we have no choice but to come to terms both with 
the world's irremediable sin, and indeed with our own.  The writer of Hebrews comments of 
Jesus that even he "learned obedience from what he suffered and, once made perfect, he became 
the source of eternal salvation . . . " (Hebrews 5:8-9). 
 
It is easy to commit verbally to living for the will of God (4:2), but it is much harder to put it into 
practice.  It does not mean that we simply declare our formulaic praises of God when things go 
well, or that we memorize pat answers we have heard to difficult questions.  It involves no less 
than a change of allegiance from self to God, and from this world to eternity.  We do not simply 
reserve a seat in heaven and then go back to doing what we desired to do.  We give God not only 
our eternity, but also the rest of our earthly lives, just as Jesus did. 
 
Jesus lived his entire life for God and others, never seeking pleasure or glory for himself.  Such a 
mindset doesn't require us to have Jesus' spectacular power or wisdom, nor must it involve 
anything drastic.  There are numerous times each day when we have the simple choice of doing 
God's will or doing our own, and it is these small choices, rather than spectacular deeds of 
spiritual heroism, that give us the chance to grow closer to God.  The more we make the right 
choices in the little things each day, the more we learn what is truly blessed about living for God. 
 

Questions For Discussion or Study: What attitude(s) of Jesus does Peter wish us to 
emulate?  Why does he use the expression 'arm yourselves'?  Why does he say that 
suffering helps us to abandon sin?  How does it help us to make a stronger commitment 
to God?  What should we do with "the rest of (our) earthly life” ? 

 
Saying No To The Flesh (1 Peter 4:3-4) 
 
Each of us has already allowed the flesh to have its way more than enough times.  Living for 
earthly desires can never satisfy the needs of the soul.  Yet we try to prove that just a few more 
pleasures, a few more sins, a few more days or weeks of living as we wish to live, will somehow 
make it easier to make the changes God desires.  In truth, it works in just the opposite fashion. 
 
The apostle's perspective on wasted time in our past lives contrasts sharply with the viewpoint of 
the worldly (4:3).  The worldly live for pleasure and privilege, viewing most other things as a 
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waste of time;  but Jesus reverses the priority.  Just think of all the things Jesus could have had, 
all the careers he could have pursued, with his knowledge and power - yet he chose something 
entirely different.  Even then, think of the thirty-some years that he lived anonymously, not even 
carrying out a formal ministry.  If we wish to follow Jesus' example, we ought to keep these 
ideas in mind.  Jesus' example supports neither fleshly slackness nor personal ambition. 
 
Following the pagans' example, by indulging ourselves in fleshly desires*, may well be more fun 
and profitable for a while.  There is no reason for us to deny the obvious, for in Jesus we have 
deliberately chosen to do what is right even if our fleshly interest lies elsewhere.  Our motivation 
for avoiding sin is to see sin for what it is.  Besides endangering our souls, sin is inherently 
pathetic and foolish.  It is only the world's ceaseless propaganda that makes us worry whether we 
are 'missing out' when we say no to the flesh. 
 

* Notice that here Peter specifically mentions overt sins of pleasure and sensuality, in contrast to those he 
emphasized in a different context in 2:1. 

 
Peter appeals as much to our common sense as he does to our faithfulness.  If we step back a bit 
from the sins that tempt us, and from worldly things that arouse our envy, then we can see that 
they are incapable of bringing lasting satisfaction, for fleshly satisfaction is always temporary.  
Any particular sin brings less and less reward as we indulge in it repeatedly (think of a drug 
addict who gets less pleasure from each 'fix').  Many pagans, when disenchantment sets in, then 
find a new sin, starting the cycle over again.  Thus the apostle calls their lifestyle "dissipation". 
 
To say that the worldly think the spiritual to be strange* is something of an understatement (4:4).  
We should not be deceived: the world will never stop its efforts to lure us into temptation and 
sin.  Those who live by the flesh cannot bear their own choices without the false affirmation that 
comes from dragging down others as well.  The ridicule and persecution that believers often face 
is simply the expression of unbelievers' desperate desire for us to help them to delude 
themselves, for only by living in denial of the truth can they cling to the sins they love. 
 

* The NIV  has 'strange';  the NASB translates the phrase more literally, saying that "they are surprised". 
 
If we truly care about others, we will endure their displeasure and fear, so that we can provide 
them with the example of truth and godliness that they so badly need.  Their dislike of the gospel 
may take many different forms, from obvious abuse to timid evasion.  The variety of these tactics 
often confuses Christians, for at the root of them all is simple insecurity.  Without something 
eternal, a person has no true roots, and this can come to the surface in various ways. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Why does the apostle imply that sinful behavior is a 
waste of time?  What motivation(s) does he give us for resisting fleshly temptations?  Is 
there any reason why he mentions these sins here, while in 2:1 he mentions more inward 
sins?  Why do the worldly often attack those who don't follow their example?  How could 
it help us, if we understand why they act this way? 

 
We All Must Give Account (1 Peter 4:5-6) 
 
We don't have to threaten or depress others with the reality of judgment, but as believers in a lost 
world we should always keep it in mind.  If the blessings of Christ were only for this world, then 
there would be little reason to try so hard to help others to come to him.  But like the sower in the 
parable, God scatters the seed of the gospel far and wide, offering his grace to everyone. 
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Regardless of whatever consequences that sinful behavior may or may not bring in this life, the 
inevitable destiny of those who reject God is the most compelling reminder of their folly (4:5).  It 
is wiser to be prepared to go before God's judgment* at any time;  but whether prepared or 
unprepared, we all shall be there.  Those who are already dead will have to face the judgment, 
and those who now live will with equal certainty face God someday. 
 

* The expression translated in most versions as "give account" literally means to give or make a report 
about matters that one has responsibility for.  This is an example, though, of why it is best to interpret any 
verse in the context of the Scriptures as a whole.  The 'account' we give of ourselves will not be a legal 
defense or a scorecard.  It will be God who judges, and he will do so in his way, not in the ways that 
decisions are rendered in shabby human law courts or legislative assemblies. 

 
In this context, Peter once more points out the implications of the contrast between the body and 
the spirit* (4:6).  Because it is God's desire for each person that he or she turn from fleshly 
idolatry and sin, and choose to live by the spirit, God thus proclaims the gospel to everyone, even 
to those who are spiritually dead** and who may never respond favorably.  He proclaims the 
teachings of the gospel through all possible means: through his creation, through his Word, 
through the cross, through the testimony and teaching of believers. 
 

* Here and in 3:18 above, Peter contrasts the flesh (σαρξ, "sarx") not with the soul (ψυχη, "psyche"), but 
with the spirit (πνευμα, "pneuma").  Put simply (that is, slightly oversimplified), the spirit is that part of us 
that is wholly intangible and imperishable.  The soul, or true nature, can be nurtured either so as to satisfy 
and strengthen the flesh, or so as to satisfy and strengthen the spirit. 
 
** This expression could also be interpreted similarly to 1 Peter 3:19, as an indication that, in a sense, Jesus 
has proclaimed himself to everyone, including those already dead.  In that case, Peter would be 
emphasizing the universality of the opportunity for finding Jesus. 

 
In the body (that is, the flesh), we all shall be judged according to human behavior, and the result 
of this judgment will be a declaration of guilt.  But it is God's will that things not end there, 
justifiable as it might be.  So he offers us the chance to die to the flesh now (figuratively, of 
course), so that in the spirit we can live according to God.  The spiritual is now unseen, yet it is 
the true reality.  God offers the chance now for us to strengthen the spirit instead of the fleshly 
self, so that we might be ready when the last day comes. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Why does Peter warn the self-indulgent only about 
the final judgment, not about earthly consequences of sin?  What implications does the 
final judgment have for those who already believe?  Can we ever actually be ready to 
face God's judgment?  How does God want us to "live (in regard to) the spirit"?  Would 
this affect our actions in the flesh? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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TO THIS YOU WERE CALLED: 
THE FIRST EPISTLE OF PETER 

 
Notes For Week Ni ne: Li vi ng  Wi th  An Eterna l Persp ec ti ve (1 Peter 4:7 -11) 

 
Peter himself is an example of the transformation that can come from the gospel.  Once he 
accepted that his relationship with Jesus was more valuable than anything else, there was no 
limit to what he would do or sacrifice for his S avior.  Now he appeals to us also to live with an 
eternal perspective, and to let this be reflected in the ways that we live and act on this earth. 
 
Review Of Rec en t Lesson s 
 
Peter has been reminding us of the ways that Jesus' personal example can guide us in many of 
our relationships: in dealing with human authorities, with those who employ us, with our 
families, and with one another.  Following Jesus' example is not always easy, because there are 
times when he calls us to suffer for the sake of the truth (1 Peter 3:10-22). 
 
As Peter urges us to leave behind our past ways, whether they are sins or mere distractions, he 
simply tells us that, "you have spent enough time" on such things (1 Peter 4:1-6).  If we wish to 
be done with sin (not that we shall stop sinning entirely, but that we shall no longer live for the 
flesh), then we would do well to have the same attitude that Jesus displayed.  When forced to 
choose whether to live for the flesh's desires or to live for the will of God, Jesus never hesitated. 
 
Saying no to the flesh is not easy, but it is possible if we fix our thoughts on imperishable things.  
We have all wasted a great deal of time in the past on our personal desires, and on extraneous 
issues that merely seem on the surface to be 'religious'.  Unbelievers, and even some believers, 
will indeed think it strange when we become unconcerned about the things that the world is 
fixated upon.  Yet ultimately we all must give account to God alone, not to any human authority. 
 
It is our inevitable human destiny to die in the body, and ultimately to be judged guilty for the 
sins we have committed in the body.  But, like Jesus, we can live in the Spirit even when the 
flesh is dead.  So, we can attempt to postpone the inevitable by pleasing our flesh for as long as 
we can, or else we can begin voluntarily dying to the flesh and living in the Spirit now. 
 
S in c e The En d I s Near (4 :7 -8) 
 
Consider the phrase, "The end of all things is near.  Therefore . . . ", and imagine how one might 
expect this sentence to end.  To God, the nearness of the end does not imply that we should race 
around frantically, or that we should develop a false sense of 'urgency', but rather that we should 
focus on two things: clear-minded prayer and sincere love for others. 
 
For most persons, being clear-minded and self-controlled is not the way that they respond to 
emergencies, but it is what the apostle recommends (4:7).  Both of these qualities* are aimed at 
avoiding distractions, so that we can concentrate on the things that matter most. 
 

* In the Greek text, the two words used here are essentially synonyms.  The writer uses two different words 
primarily for emphasis, not to indicate two completely different things. 

 
In human crises - whether real or imagined - we all have a tendency to try to control the course 
of events, either by direct action (often violent) or by persuasive talk.  Most of the time, such 
tactics fail to deal with the real problems at hand, and indeed they often create new ones.  So, 
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when we recognize the inevitability that this world will someday end, the apostle simply 
recommends that we try to control those things that we can exercise some level of control over: 
our own thoughts and emotions.  Certainly, this is never easy, but at least it is possible. 
 
Note also the goal of this clear-minded and self-controlled behavior: prayer.  Even the greatest 
display of self-discipline cannot, in itself, change anything.  Nor does it guarantee that we shall 
make the right response.  But a dose of clear-headed self-discipline can greatly enhance our 
prayers, both by making it more likely that we shall pray in the first place, and in helping us to 
concentrate our prayers on the things that truly matter from God's perspective. 
 
Above all, the apostle says, we should love one another (4:8).  This is important anyway, but 
especially so in view of the inevitable end of this world.  No human agency can force us to love, 
and many hate-filled persons have profited in this world without hindrance.  But our eternal 
destiny adds an entirely different dimension to the call for love.  Even if we sneak into heaven 
without loving others, how would we then handle an eternity spent with all of God's saved ones? 
 
Peter reminds us of love's power to cover over "a multitude of sins".  By no means does he 
suggest that our love provides enough points to outweigh our own sins, but rather he indicates 
(see also James 5:19-20) that our love can have great effectiveness in leading others to seek and 
obtain God's grace for their sins.  This is true even amongst believers;  a sincere love for one 
another is a strong mutual defense against the world's onslaught of temptations and fears. 
 
These, then, are the foundations of a genuinely eternal perspective.  If we develop these qualities, 
then we don't need pep talks, motivational slogans, or guilt manipulation.  If we pray to God with 
a mind clear of earthly distractions, then this will allow God to reveal his will to us at the pace he 
finds most beneficial and fruitful.  Likewise, a sincere love for others is the best way to prepare 
ourselves to make use of whatever specific opportunities to serve others that God grants us. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What might we have expected to be the first thing 
we should do if/ when the world were coming to an end?  Why does Peter advise the 
things he does?  How can we help one another to become more clear-minded?  How 
would this help us in our prayers?  Does clear-mindedness help in any other areas of 
worship and ministry?  How can we learn to love others more deeply and sincerely? 

 
God's Grac e I n  I ts V arious Form s (1 Peter 4 :9 -10) 
 
An eternal perspective will show itself in many practical ways, and it will do so naturally.  
Genuine hospitality and godly service are not practiced in order to achieve results or to fulfill a 
fleshly goal, but rather are done as expressions of God's grace.  God is pleased with any and all 
acts of love that we practice, whether or not they achieve tangible 'results'. 
 
Offering hospitality* can be one of the easier ways to follow Jesus' example (4:9).  If we cannot 
heal diseases, or answer the deep questions that confuse others, we can still make them feel 
welcome and loved.  If we cannot take away the burdensome financial problems that weigh 
down some of our brothers and sisters**, we can still find opportunities to meet some of their 
smaller needs, perhaps by offering them a meal or perhaps by helping them in their own home. 
 

* The word in the Greek text suggests a love or concern for guests (literally, for strangers). 
 
** It is generally understood (from wording and context) that Peter is encouraging hospitality towards other 
believers.  Similar principles can, of course, also be applied in other settings when appropriate. 
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Once more, Jesus' own life bears this out.  Jesus' own practice was to give to anyone who had a 
need and who believed in his power;  he did not demand a commitment of any kind before 
granting healing or blessing.  The example of the early Christians (both in Scripture and in 
external writings) also shows this to have been a high priority with them. 
 
Of course, hospitality means little to God unless we offer it willingly, without grumbling.  Peter's 
phrasing implies more than simply avoiding verbal complaints.  Do we show generosity and 
hospitality only to those who can do something back for us, or also to those with little to give in 
return?  Do we practice hospitality to love our brothers, or to impress them? 
 
Recognizing and using spiritual gifts* is another important aspect of Christian life and ministry 
(4:10).  Genuine spiritual gifts are used to serve others, not to glorify self.  The worldly (and, 
sadly, many believers as well) invariably think that a gift or talent entitles them to reward, 
privilege, attention, or authority.  Those who discover in themselves a genuine spiritual gift from 
God will not expect any of these things, but instead will see in their gift a heightened sense of 
responsibility and a call to sacrifice. 
 

* The Greek word is χαρισμα, which is transliterated as our word "charisma".  It implies a gift from the 
divine, and thus is in a sense special (as it is translated in the NASB), but it is the gift that is special, not the 
person who receives it.  Our English word charisma has, unfortunately, taken on exactly the sense of 
privilege and entitlement that Christians should never feel in regards to their own abilities. 

 
Peter makes a profound observation in noting that every act of kindness or service that we 
perform is, in truth, a demonstration of God's grace.  If our motivation is godly, then we shall 
seek neither credit nor praise nor results from the things we do for others;  we shall instead realize 
that we are participating in an act of grace on God's part. 
 
In any act of kindness, God administers grace both to the giver and to the recipient: the giver is 
blessed to share in a glimpse of God's nature, while the recipient is blessed by being reminded of 
God's compassion and concern for us all.  Thus the apostle speaks of the various forms of God's 
grace*, for God has an infinite number of ways in which he can use us to give to one another, 
when we are willing to do so. 
 

* Literally (as in the NASB) God's manifold (i.e. many-fold) grace. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What does hospitality involve?  Give examples of 
different ways in which we can practice it.  Is it possible for every Christian to do so in 
some way?  Why should we not grumble about this responsibility?  Do all of us have 
gifts that we can use to serve others?  Give examples of spiritual abilities that may often 
be overlooked.  How do these and other gifts administer God's grace? 

 
I n  A ll Thin g s (1 Peter 4 :11) 
 
Our thoughts, words, and actions ought always to be done in God's grace and devoted to God's 
glory.  Then our belief in heaven and in other spiritual truths will be shown in our lives.  Those 
with such a viewpoint know that praise in this world counts for little or nothing, but that 
receiving praise and blessing from God in eternity is a great blessing. 
 
Amongst other things, this verse gives us a healthy focus for ministry (4:11).  As long as we keep 
the focus on God, then our efforts will point others to God.  But if the focus shifts to ourselves 
(if, instead of preaching Jesus, we talk about our knowledge and our theology, if we merely 
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promote our church and its programs, or if we use Christianity as a pretext for rationalizing our 
own political positions), then we can only lead others to ourselves. 
 
Having the proper focus is clearly more beneficial to others, and it is also healthier for us.  If we 
simply point others to Jesus, then we do not need to defend or rationalize our own flaws, and we 
need never enter into competition with other groups for someone's allegiance.  The right 
priorities take the pressure to perform off of us, while allowing others to respond to God 
naturally, without our various agendas confusing the issue. 
 
Thus, if anyone speaks, to do so as one speaking the words* of God - instead of proclaiming our 
own theories or opinions - will benefit both speaker and listener.  This does not mean that we 
assume that all of our thoughts come from God (not that any of us would ever think this, of 
course! ), but that we stop (even pray, if possible or appropriate) before we speak, to remind 
ourselves to speak as God would.  In speech, as in other things, we should strive to tell others 
what they need to hear, whether they deserve it or not, and whether they desire it or not. 
 

* The original Greek text makes a distinction between "the" Word of God (as used in well-known passages 
such as John 1:1 and Hebrews 4:12) versus 'words' from God (that is, thoughts or ideas), as here in 4:11. 

 
The same principles apply whenever we serve or minister*.  To serve as Jesus would have, with 
the awareness that we can help others spiritually only by God's grace, is our ideal.  When we 
remember this, it eliminates any concerns about reward or recognition.  Although each of us 
struggles at times with our motivation for serving, each of us also has at times done things for 
others for no reason other than godly compassion, without the slightest concern for our own 
interests.  In Jesus, we have it within us to serve this way even more. 
 

* These are the same word in Greek.  Thus the King James V ersion translates this phrase as "if any (man) 
minister . . . ".  Note also that the same word root also furnishes the word for "servant" or "deacon". 

 
The ultimate fruit of this perspective is that in all things God receives the glory and praise due 
him.  While at first this might seem disappointing to us, it is only a disappointment to the flesh.  
Your soul does not long for personal prestige or recognition at the expense of others;  your soul 
longs instead to become part of something greater than itself.  Only by giving ourselves over to 
something greater than ourselves can the soul take lasting satisfaction in what we do. 
 

Questions For Discussion or Study: How does this verse expand on the ideas in previous 
verses?  Give examples of how we can speak and serve as Peter calls us to do here.  
Would the same ideas also apply in other areas?  Why should our goal be to see that God 
gets praise?  How does this affect us? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 



TO THIS YOU WERE CALLED: 
THE FIRST EPISTLE OF PETER 

 
Notes For Week Ten: Partic ipating In The Sufferings Of Christ (1 Peter 4 :12-19 ) 

 
S uffering, whether physical or emotional, is one of the most common roadblocks to faith.  Peter 
understands this from personal experience, because his own faith in Jesus led him into dangers 
of all kinds.  H e was transformed from an inconsistent, fearful fisherman into a courageous 
messenger of truth.  W e thus can learn from his advice about dealing with pain and persecution. 
 
Review Of Rec en t Lesson s 
 
The apostle has told us that, "you have spent enough time" being led by the desires of the flesh, 
and reacting to the whims and provocations of this world (1 Peter 4:1-6).  He thus exhorts us to 
leave these things behind, and to live with a more eternal perspective (1 Peter 4:7-11). 
 
As believers in the gospel, we live in the awareness that this world's end could come at any time.  
Peter points out some implications of this, saying first that we should strive to be clear-minded 
and self-controlled, so that we can pray effectively.  Above all, in view of the perishable nature 
of this earth, we should learn to love one another sincerely. 
 
As we serve and minister to others, we have the opportunity to share God's grace in many 
different ways.  Offering hospitality does not require lavish expense or inconvenience, just 
genuine care and appreciation for others.  Use of our spiritual gifts should also focus on the 
needs of others, not on getting attention or reward for ourselves.  In all things it is possible to 
bring praise to God; and indeed this gives us a healthy focus for ministry. 
 
D o Not Be S urp rised (1 Peter 4 :12-13) 
 
Peter's thoughts on dealing with the unpleasant things in life are both insightful and practical.  
When Christians undergo suffering or persecution, they often assume that God is trying to punish 
them for something.  But, while God does sometimes discipline us through events in our lives, 
many of our painful experiences are simply the inevitable results of living in a perishable world. 
 
K nowing human nature as he does, Peter first reminds us of what trials do not mean (4:12).  
Since we live in a fallen world filled with sin, it should not surprise us when hurtful or upsetting 
things take place.  While they are always unpleasant, it is neither strange* nor unusual for such 
things to happen to believers.  Thus we must avoid the world's infantile habit of looking for 
someone to blame for our problems, for this only derails possible solutions.  We also should not 
expect that by being obedient we can avoid anything painful - this is no different from the 
world's silly fantasy of finding enough 'experts' to foresee and prevent all possible misfortunes. 
 

* The Greek word here that is translated 'strange' in most major versions literally means alien or foreign. 
 
Most of the trials that we endure are discipline, not punishment, Even Jesus, "although he was a 
son, he learned obedience from what he suffered" (Hebrews 5:8).  Punishment, as practiced by 
the fleshly, serves mainly to make the punisher feel superior or more secure, whereas true 
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discipline makes those who are disciplined better because of it*.  God often allows us to go 
through trials so that we can understand the true nature of this world.  Only by undergoing such 
discipline can we come to see how inherently perishable the things of this world are, and how 
enslaved we are to sin, in our fleshly natures. 
 

* Hebrews 12:1-13 elaborates on this idea.  The word translated 'discipline' throughout that passage (except 
in the K JV , where it is translated 'chastening') is παιδεια ("paideia"), which is related to the root word παιs 
("pais"), or child.  From these words we get the English prefixes in words like pedagogy or pediatrics. 

 
Then the apostle reminds us what trials do (or can) mean (4:13).  He tells us that we can actually 
learn to rejoice in hardships, though not because we enjoy them or even because we will be 
rewarded for them.  Instead, we can remember that many or most of our sufferings are exactly 
what Peter describes them to be: a participation (i.e. sharing) in the sufferings of Christ. 
 
As Jesus' followers, we can't really expect to be treated much better than he was.  "No servant is 
greater than his master.  If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also" (John 15:20).  
Moreover, Jesus endured many hardships of his own will - doing without his own home, getting 
little rest, and so forth - when it would benefit others.  He gave up a throne in heaven in order to 
live a life of humble service in human form.  Whenever we perform a small act of service or 
sacrifice, it is a small reminder of the love that motivated Jesus to sacrifice so much for us. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Why do we often suspect that trials mean that God is 
punishing us?  Could this ever actually be the case?  Why is Peter not interested in 
assigning blame for our problems?  What does it mean to 'participate' in the sufferings of 
Christ?  Why would this give us a reason to rejoice? 

 
I f Y ou S uffer A s A  Christian  (4 :14 -16 ) 
 
Both believers and unbelievers alike will suffer in this world, but there is a crucial difference.  
Much human suffering is futile and fruitless.  What is worse, many persons see their unhappiness 
as a reason to inflict further suffering on others.  It is a fruitless cycle that characterizes much of 
worldly life.  But the Christian can know that his or her sufferings do not have to be fruitless. 
 
To be insulted never feels good, but there is a difference when we endure snubs or mocking 
because we are Christians (4:14).  The Spirit of God does rest on us, and he knows when we are 
mistreated for his name's sake.  The apostle implies* that most insults are just insults, one more 
earthly annoyance that everyone has to endure; but to be insulted for the name of Jesus reminds 
us of the imperishable blessings we have.  Although the flesh may be unhappy about being 
insulted, the Spirit within us is nourished whenever it is reminded of its true home with God. 
 

* At the end of verse 14, the K ing James adds a phrase not included in most other versions: "on their part 
he is evil spoken of, but on your part he is glorified".  Some manuscripts of 1 Peter include this, but many 
others do not, and so many versions of the New Testament omit it. 

 
Naturally, it is quite frequent that humans suffer for what Peter implies to be the 'wrong' reasons 
(4:15).  Sufferings produced by a person's own sin often do not prove or demonstrate all that 
much, whether the sin is an actual crime, such as the examples Peter gives, or not.  (Remember 
also what he said to servants in 1 Peter 2:20.) 

 2



 
Then also, some of our sufferings come not from actual sin, but from mere folly, as in the 
apostle's example of a meddler*.  Negative consequences caused by meddlesome or annoying 
behavior are generally less severe than those caused by crime or sin, yet they likewise gain us no 
real credit or praise in God's eyes.  At best, such 'suffering' is the result of a free-will choice to 
live as we please, and with the exercise of free will comes responsibility for the consequences. 
 

* The term translated 'meddler' or 'busybody' in this verse is something of a play on words.  Literally, it 
means an overseer of other persons' affairs.  The root of the word is the word for overseer, as used later by 
Peter in 5:2, and in other New Testament passages about overseers in the church.  So, figuratively, it could 
imply something of a self-appointed overseer. 

 
Still, even when we do suffer as a direct result of our own mistakes, we often can learn some 
valuable lessons that can bring us closer to God or more reliant on him.  But when, on the other 
hand, we suffer through no fault of our own, it is then that we can learn what Jesus felt like, and 
we can develop a deeper love and appreciation for him.  Such opportunities show how silly it is 
to try to determine whether (or why) God is 'punishing' us for something.  And all of this points 
out how foolish it is when the worldly bicker over who is to blame for their struggles. 
 
This is why Peter says that suffering for the 'right' reasons can be used for positive purposes, if 
we allow it to be (4:16).  Rather than being ashamed or embarrassed by the mishaps that befall 
us, we can always praise him for his grace that will get us through them, and for his promise that 
something much better awaits us.  Even the worst things can remind us why we our hope is in the 
imperishable world of God, not in the things on this temporary planet. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What would it mean to be insulted "for the name of 
Christ"?  Give examples that an average Christian might experience.  In what way does 
the Spirit of God rest on us when we are insulted?  Why does Peter make a distinction 
between suffering as a criminal or sinner, and suffering for Jesus?  What kinds of 
'suffering' might he have in mind here? 

 
Con tin ue To D o Good (1 Peter 4 :17 -19 ) 
 
The apostle accompanies these lessons with another sobering reminder about the inevitability of 
judgment.  Like the trials we face in this life, God's final judgment is an inevitable reality, both 
for us and for unbelievers.  When we set aside our objections, our posturing, and our theories, the 
best response to unpleasant realities is simply to continue to do what is good and true. 
 
It is time, in a figurative sense, for judgment to begin (4:17-18), in that all of us already stand 
judged by God for the sins done in the body.  That is why the apostle has appealed several times 
to us that we might be dead in the body, but alive in the Spirit.  And now he asks us to accept 
hardship and discipline for the same reason.  Thus, though his statement that judgment will begin 
with the family of God* may seem provocative, he is making an important point. 
 

* More accurately, the house or household of God, as it is translated in the NASB and K JV . 
 
Even we, as believers, stand guilty of sin, and if we ever choose to base our eternal fate or our 
relationship with God on our own goodness or knowledge, then we shall be condemned as surely 
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as the world's most notorious sinners would be.  So then, judgment "begins" with us in the sense 
that we, too, are still dead in the body; and if those who believe are still dead in the body (and 
must rely on God's grace), then there is no possible way that an unbeliever could hope to stand 
before God on his or her own merits.  The difficulties of life are a necessary reminder of this. 
 
It is "hard"* for the righteous to be saved in a number of possible senses - but in no case does our 
salvation rest on our performance or knowledge.  It is not only difficult, but impossible, for even 
a believer to be completely righteous in God's eyes without a generous outpouring of God's 
grace.  Similarly, our salvation will always depend on our acceptance of grace, which can be 
even harder for 'religious' persons to accept than it is for those who know they are not righteous - 
hence, again, the need for discipline. 
 

* The verse can also be translated as saying that we are 'scarcely saved' or 'hardly saved'.  In that case, it 
would not refer to the difficulty of the efforts that we must make to be saved, but to the fact that we can 
never on our own attain a guaranteed or assured saved status. 

 
So, if even those who believe fervently in the gospel are unable to justify themselves apart from 
grace, then what chance of doing so could the ungodly*, the atheists, the unbelievers possibly 
have?  No one, whether a believer or an unbeliever, can be justified by works or knowledge. 
 

* The original text says, "where will the ungodly and the sinner appear?" (see the K JV , for example). 
 
These simple ideas can eliminate a great deal of unnecessary confusion.  Belief is not what saves 
us, because belief in itself is not a meritorious act; it is simply an acknowledgement of the truth.  
Neither believers nor unbelievers can be saved without forgiveness and grace - and "without the 
shedding of blood there is no forgiveness".  Faith in Jesus is essential not because belief is a 
required act of merit, but rather because only Jesus' own blood can possibly give anyone 
effective and lasting forgiveness of all sin. 
 
So, regarding those in Christ who undergo hardship (4:19), Peter warns that some unpleasant or 
painful things in life are absolutely necessary to our spiritual health, and thus we often undergo 
such things "according to God's will".  Note again that this is not at all the same thing as saying 
that our sufferings are a direct result of some particular sin.  'Underserved' suffering still teaches 
us humility, perseverance, and other lessons that sometimes cannot be learned in any other way. 
 
Truly, then, we should not despise the difficulties of life, nor should we question God as a result 
of them.  We can and should remain faithful, and should continue to trust in God that he will 
always guard our souls even when our bodies endure pain.  And we should continue to serve (to 
do good or right), although in many cases our natural desire is to stop.  As with so many other 
things, just consider Jesus' example.  Whether he was loved or hated, whether things went well 
or poorly, he always remained faithful, and always continued to serve and teach others. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Why does Peter again emphasize judgment in this 
context?  How does judgment 'begin' with believers?  What principles is he trying to help 
us understand?  Why is it the best response to sufferings for us to remain faithful and to 
do good?  Do Peter's teachings about suffering have any connection with verses 7-11? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
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TO THIS YOU WERE CALLED: 
THE FIRST EPISTLE OF PETER 

 
Notes For Week Elev en: Hum b le Yourselv es Under God' s M ighty  Hand (1 Peter 5 :1-7 ) 

 
H umility has a special importance among the spiritual fruits that God hopes to find in our lives.  
I t is the one quality that we most need if we wish to appreciate God' s grace and mercy.  I t is also 
the one characteristic that is most essential to healthy human relationships, especially in the 
church of Jesus Christ.  I t is this latter aspect of humility that Peter now wishes to discuss. 
 
Review Of Rec en t Lesson s 
 
Peter says that we have spent enough time giving in to the temptations and provocations of the 
world, without gaining any lasting benefit from yielding to our fleshly desires (1 Peter 4:1-6).  So 
he calls us to live with an eternal perspective (1 Peter 4:7-11).  In particular, we can see the trials 
of this life not as fruitless, but as a participation in the sufferings of Christ (1 Peter 4:12-19). 
 
First of all, since we live in a fallen, perishable world, we should not be surprised that we often 
encounter disappointments, persecutions, or painful experiences.  Trials do not mean that God is 
angry with us, nor do they mean that someone must be assigned blame for them.  On the other 
hand, trials can mean that we are going through, on a small level, the same kinds of things that 
Jesus endured for our sake. 
 
If we suffer as Christians, we have the chance to turn our struggles into something positive.  
Sometimes we suffer because of our own sin or folly, for which we get no credit, but from which 
we still can learn.  If we face difficulties while serving God, then we should not be ashamed, for 
our perseverance praises God.  Despite our trials, we should always continue to do good.  
Judgment inevitably comes for us all, so keep this world's perishable nature in mind.  Suffering 
is not a reason to stop doing what is right; rather, it reminds us that this world can never be a 
secure, lasting home.  As long as we are here, let us continue to live as our faith calls us to live. 
 
A s A  Fellow Elder (1 Peter 5 :1-4 ) 
 
Peter first makes a specific appeal to the elders, or overseers, of God's people.  Unlike the world, 
God always holds those with the most influence or responsibility to a higher standard of 
faithfulness and behavior.  In the church, 'leadership' should never be perceived as a matter of 
privilege or power or authority, but rather as a matter of service, sacrifice, and humility. 
 
We do not often think of Peter as an elder*, but indeed this is the way that the Christians who 
originally read his epistle would have thought of him (5:1).  When he wrote this letter, he was 
one of the relatively few remaining eyewitnesses to Jesus' ministry; and he was a greatly popular, 
almost mythical figure to other Christians, even in Gentile areas**. 
 

* Remember that the early Christians did not generally use this term to denote an elevated office, but rather 
a recognized responsibility that was given to certain persons in the church.  Peter himself would surely 
qualify as an elder in whichever congregation he had based his ministry. 
 
** It is sometimes assumed that Peter wrote this letter from Rome, and for that reason some denominations 
consider him to have been the (head) bishop or overseer of the church there.  It is indeed a possibility that 
Peter was in Rome at this time, and that he was an elder there, but it does not follow that he was 'in charge' 
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of the church in Rome.  His use of the simple, less formal term elder to describe his role is one indication 
that any authority he held was more by reputation than by the official holding of an office. 

 
Peter also presents himself as one who will share in the eternal glory that awaits all believers.  
Even though he had been privileged to be an eyewitness to Jesus' life and ministry, Peter makes 
no claims to being any better than any other believer who has leadership responsibilities.  And 
the things he asks elders in the church to do are all things that Peter himself has been careful to 
put into practice in his own ministry. 
 
His exhortation to be shepherds to the flock sums up the attitude and approach that leaders in the 
church ought always to take (5:2-4).  The image of a shepherd is truly an appropriate one for a 
'leader' of God's people.  Consider the attitude and expectations that a shepherd must have: A 
shepherd receives no rewards or honors from the flock, and he is given no special privileges.  He 
lives where the flock lives; he is the first to face any danger or predator; he must be the first to 
sacrifice for any sheep that is in need. 
 
The shepherd has to accept the sheep's limitations without anger or blame, for they are what they 
are.  If anything goes wrong, the shepherd must unconditionally accept all responsibility.  Only 
when the church expects the same from its leaders, and rejects all worldly views of leadership 
based on privilege or superior merit, can the church expect God to use and bless it the way he did 
in the New Testament.  As the apostle indicates, elders are not to be lords, or even executives, 
but instead should be the best examples of everything that they call others to do. 
 
The shepherd's reward, likewise, is not material or worldly.  The crown of life* that Jesus brings 
to them is the same reward available to all believers, but good shepherds can perhaps anticipate 
taking even greater joy in receiving it, for they will know that their sacrifices have assisted others 
in remaining faithful as well. 
 

* Note Peter's description of the crown as 'unfading', a term he has used several times in the epistle.  The 
essence of the shepherd's ministry and responsibility is always eternal, not earthly.  For the church to keep 
an eternal focus, the shepherds should be focused on eternity, not on success in this world's eyes. 

 
Questions For Discussion Or Study: What personal attributes does Peter use to identify 
himself?  Why does he choose these in particular?  Whom exactly does he address in this 
passage?  What direction des he give them?  Are there any ways that the rest of us can 
apply the lessons in these verses? 

 
Clothed I n  Hum ility (1 Peter 5 :5 ) 
 
The importance of humility*, of course, must also be accepted and practiced by all believers.  
While it is particularly appropriate in some cases, such as the young towards the old, or children 
towards their parents, God's ideal is for all of us to show humility to everyone else.  It is by his 
nature, not as an arbitrary decision, that "God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble". 
 

* The word for 'humility' (for example, in verse 5) is ταπεινοφροσυνη ("tapeinophrosune"), which 
literally means to think lowly of oneself (that is, in comparison with others).  It refers, then, more to an 
attitude than to outward behavior.  To be humble in God's eyes, we must understand how important other 
persons are to him, so that we realize how important their needs are as well. 

 
Humility is such an important quality because it lies at the heart of all good relationships, 
especially our relationship with God (5:5).  Peter specifically mentions the need for the young to 
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be submissive* to those who are older, not because the older are wiser in earthly terms, but 
because by nature they have lived longer and have had the chance to develop a broader 
perspective on the world and on spiritual things.  Older generations have experienced everything 
that younger generations have experienced - including the necessity of dealing with an older 
generation that they had a hard time respecting! - and they have experienced many things that 
younger persons have not. 
 

* As in verses like 1 Peter 2:13, 2:18, and 3:1, to be submissive does not mean to be subservient, nor does it 
mean to obey blindly.  It means to accept and to treat with respect, even when this is not in accordance with 
one's personal desires or interests.  This respect is given because it is needed, not because it is deserved. 

 
Although Peter and other biblical writers note particular cases in which humility is especially 
important, humility towards one another must be an essential part of all Christian relationships.  
The apostle's metaphor of clothing ourselves with humility implies that it is an inherent aspect of 
the ways that believers should treat and interact with each other.  We would not appear in front 
of others without wearing physical clothing, and we should not interact with others until we have 
also put on a healthy layer of humility. 
 
The first reason for this is that none of us is better than anyone else.  Although the world makes 
an elaborate science out of determining who is the most important or the wisest or the best suited 
to exercise authority, in truth no one is ever better or more valuable than anyone else.  We should 
never lord it over anyone else, and should never feel inferior to anyone else.  True humility 
discards all such fleshly distinctions amongst us, and simply accepts that we are all equally 
valuable in God's eyes. 
 
The second reason is illustrated by Peter's quote from Proverbs 3:34.  God actively opposes the 
proud, because human pride involves a direct rejection of God's absolute wisdom and 
sovereignty.  While the prideful may not consciously realize this, it is a lesson they must learn, 
for it is only the humble who can enjoy the great blessings of God's grace and mercy. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Look for other Scriptures that call us to be humble 
towards one another.  How do they show us what humility means to God?  Why is it 
important to have a humble heart, not merely to behave humbly outwardly?  Why does 
Peter specifically mention the young being humble towards the older?  What would it 
mean to 'clothe yourselves' with humility?  What are the obstacles we must overcome? 

 
The Blessin g s Of The Hum ble (1 Peter 5 :6 -7 ) 
 
When we are willing to accept our deep need for God, it is then that he is able to give us the most 
help, for then he knows that we will not boast or deceive ourselves when he works through us.  
Humility brings peace from God, whereas pride causes worry, because pride makes us think that 
we are in control.  It is for our benefit, not his, that he urges us to submit our wills to his. 
 
Humility towards one another is important, but humility before God is even more so (5:6).  The 
apostle's image of God's mighty hand hovering over us is a graphic way of motivating us towards 
humility, because even the most intimidating and powerful of humans are dwarfed by God's 
power and strength.  Peter reminds us that God's hand can either lift us up or bring us down, 
depending on whether we humble ourselves or exalt ourselves. 
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The humble not only hope that God may lift us up (rather than hoping to raise ourselves up by 
our own power or brilliance), but they also realize that God will choose when it is due time for us 
to be lifted up.  Because of our mortal perspective, it is impossible for us to see things as clearly 
as God does.  Thus, we may be absolutely convinced of something through the use of earthly 
logic, but we can still be wrong. 
 
But when we accept our lack of wisdom, and acknowledge God's surpassing wisdom, he is then 
able to take our cares and worries upon himself.  Even something as simple as offering a short 
but sincere prayer before making a decision can make a big difference.  Often we are afraid to 
allow God's will to prevail, because we think that it will cost us things that we value highly.  In 
truth, though, most of the time it costs only our pride to have the benefit of God's wisdom and 
guidance.  So, the real question is often whether or not we value our pride more than we value 
God's will. 
 
Thus there are only positives, and no negatives, when it comes to entrusting our cares to God 
(5:7).  Peter again uses a vivid image in advising us not simply to ask God for help, but to cast* 
our anxiety onto God, giving him the entire responsibility for the things that trouble us.  Here 
again, there is a cost involved, in that we have to give up control.  So many times, we have a 
very specific outcome that we are seeking, and so we hope that God accepts our wisdom and 
arranges for our desires to be met - instead of acknowledging God's greater wisdom, and 
allowing him to work instead as he wills. 
 

* In this verse, the verb literally means to throw something on top of something else, implicitly assuming 
that the latter object will be able to hold it.  Its literal sense is illustrated in Luke 19:35. 

 
It is understandable that we are usually reluctant to put such trust in another human being, for we 
might have reason to wonder about another human's motivation, wisdom, or both.  But with God, 
we can be certain not only that God knows what to do, but also that he deeply cares for us.  
When God chooses not to give us something that we want (or not to give it to us when we think 
he should), we may not be able to discern the reason (God usually lets us know the reason, but 
we are often too weak to see it clearly), but we can be certain that God always keeps our genuine 
best interests in mind. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What does it mean to humble ourselves before God?  
Does it necessarily involve action, or only an attitude? What kinds of anxieties might 
Peter have in mind here?  How do we 'cast' our anxieties on God? How can we develop a 
trust in God that allows us to do this?  What assurances do we have that he cares for us? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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TO THIS YOU WERE CALLED: 
THE FIRST EPISTLE OF PETER 

 
Notes For Week Twelve: Be Self-Controlled & Alert (1 Peter 5:8-14) 

 
Peter reminds us again of some qualities that help us focus on the imperishable things of God.  
The apostle knows how easily humans can turn away from Jesus because of disappointments, 
trials, or persecutions.  Christian living is not about exciting activity that always ends in thrilling 
victories, but rather is a matter of day-to-day faithfulness, patience, and self-control. 
 
Review Of Rec en t Lesson s 
 
After calling us to live with an eternal perspective (1 Peter 4:7-11), Peter gives us an important 
example, by explaining how our struggles in this world can become a participation in the 
sufferings of Jesus himself (4:12-19).  This is just one of the many reasons why believers should 
willingly humble themselves under God's mighty hand (1 Peter 5:1-7). 
 
Peter addresses his fellow elders amongst God's people, to point out how they can put this into 
practice.  Although Peter was privileged to have seen and talked with Jesus, he does not consider 
himself any more worthy than anyone else would be.  He exhorts elders to serve as shepherds, 
because this humble occupation, rather than worldly examples of powerful persons, so well 
illustrates the qualities that God seeks in those to whom he gives spiritual responsibilities. 
 
Yet all of us should be "clothed" in humility.  Peter uses this image to emphasize how 
completely our relationships with others should be based on humbleness.  Humility is important 
in our relationship with God, as well as in our relationships with one another.  Although the 
Scriptures discuss a number of situations in which certain persons should be particularly humble 
(Peter gives the example of the young, in their relationships with those who are older), we are all 
called to live in humility towards one another, without regard to worldly status. 
 
God's blessings are poured out on the humble, not because of an arbitrary decision, but because 
of God's very nature.  Humility before God necessitates that we trust him and accept his superior 
wisdom, which in turn allows God to give us what we really need.  Entrusting our anxieties and 
cares to God is much more effective when are willing to give up our desire to control everything 
that takes place in our lives.  Living in humility is much healthier than living in pride. 
 
S tan din g  Firm  (1 Peter 5 :8-9 ) 
 
Following Jesus involves a complete change of perspective and purpose, for we must prepare for 
a lifetime of faithfulness, not merely an occasional moment.  Since the devil will never stop 
trying to lure us back to the world, it is hazardous to drift into spiritual complacency.  The world 
will always provide temptations and threats, so we should be ready to resist them at all times. 
 
An awareness of the devil* is a necessary part of putting into practice the things Peter has taught 
us (5:8).  So it is interesting that once again he points out the need for self-control.  As we saw in 
1 Peter 4:7, self-control is not the goal in its own right, but rather a preliminary necessity for 
those who want to gain understanding of spiritual reality. 
 

* Peter uses the word διαβολοs ("diabolos") in this verse.  The closest synonyms would be 'the accuser' or 
'the slanderer'.  The alternate name Satan derives from a Hebrew word meaning 'the adversary'. 
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Using another vivid image, Peter compares the devil to a roaring lion, looking for something to 
eat and trying to frighten us into doing something foolish.  Amongst many other lessons from 
this figure of speech, consider the literal situation of a lion attacking an antelope or some other 
prey animal.  The lion can make many mistakes and still live, but one mistake at the wrong time 
can end an antelope's life.  We too should remain spiritually alert, since we don't always get 
advance warnings of Satan's attacks. 
 
The silly worldly conceptions of Satan, and the popularity of ridiculous forms of 'Satan worship', 
make it harder for believers to respect the danger that he poses.  The real Satan doesn't need fools 
to sacrifice chickens to him - he is much happier when humans allow greed, selfish ambition, or 
lust to pull them away from God.  The real Satan gains little from bizarre rituals or scary legends 
- the real Satan is extremely powerful, and he is after much bigger prey.  Understanding the 
devil's true nature is a necessary part of protecting ourselves against him. 
 
Standing together - whether literally or in spirit - is another simple but powerful way of keeping 
each other safe (5:9).  Continuing with Peter's nature imagery, we know that prey animals often 
travel in herds for just this reason.  It is no different in resisting the devil, and the only real 
obstacle to effective mutual protection is our pride. 
 
Just as an antelope can become a lion's dinner as the result of one careless action, so also the 
devil stands ready to pounce on any careless Christian who strays just a bit too far from God.  
The same holds true for you, for me, and for every believer in the world.  Yet who among us can 
claim to be perfectly disciplined or constantly alert?  We thus need one another, for we can give 
considerable help and encouragement to others, and help keep all of us safer from spiritual harm. 
 
Further, we can know that we do have brothers and sisters throughout the world* who face the 
same spiritual dangers, and who endure the same kinds of trials.  Genuine Christianity calls us to 
pull our focus off of things that emphasize our worldly identities and our worldly cultures.  
While the details of our lives and our struggles may depend on particular things present in our 
own little corners of the world, believers with the proper perspective will realize how little 
different our real problems are from those of other Christians in many different times and places. 
 

* The original text says only, 'in the world'.  When Peter wrote this epistle in the decade of the 60's AD, the 
gospel had just started to reach many new areas.  But Peter could already effectively remind Christians of 
how quickly it was spreading. 

 
Questions For Discussion Or Study: In what other contexts do Peter and other New 
Testament writers advise self-control?  Why is self-control important in understanding 
spiritual reality?  What parallels are there between the devil and a lion?  How far can we 
take this image?  How can it help us to be reminded that other Christians undergo trials 
similar to our own?  In what other ways can we help each other to resist the devil? 

 
 The Prom ise Of God's Presen c e (1 Peter 5 :10-11) 
 
God is aware that we have to face many trials and sufferings in this world, but he also promises 
to be there at all times, to help us get through them.  He will see that our trials are short, in 
comparison with the lasting blessings he gives us.  Likewise, our human, fleshly strengths and 
weaknesses are of minor importance compared with the eternal strength and knowledge of God. 
 
Although Peter has gone to great lengths to warn us that struggle and suffering are an inevitable 
part of following Jesus, he also wants us to see our heavenly Father as the God of all grace 
(5:10).  Nothing that Peter has said about humility or suffering detracts in any way from God's 
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graciousness.  It is our perspective that causes us to misunderstand the importance (or lack 
thereof) of things and events in this world.  It is God who gives us the truth, and it is God who 
calls us out of this world, so that we can have the more valuable and lasting blessings of Jesus. 
 
It becomes particularly important to trust God when we are undergoing trials, for he will not 
always relieve our suffering right away.  Yet even if a struggle or misfortune endures for many 
years of earthly time, in the context of spiritual reality it is only "a little while"*.  We always 
have God's promise of restoration and re-strengthening to look forward to, and God's promises 
are certain.  It does indeed tax our mortal patience whenever an ordeal seems to go on and on, 
but then again, this gives us the chance to give God what he values in us: faith. 
 

* Literally, 'after you have suffered a little'.  Most versions interpret this to mean a short duration of time, 
but it could also refer to the degree of suffering (again, in the context of comparing this world's troubles 
with the eternal blessings of Jesus). 

 
Thus it is with good reason that Peter offers another doxology (see also the end of 4:11), 
recognizing that to God indeed belongs all power (5:11).  When we recognize this world's 
inability to meet our real needs, we must also learn that God does have the capability of saving 
us as he has promised.  By knowing the source of our strength, we can gradually grow out of the 
worldly habit of expecting help from human experts, fleshly governments, or material treasure. 
 
Then we can willingly, as Peter has already advised us, "cast all your anxiety on him, because he 
cares for you."  During times of disappointment or loss or pain, we often feel as if things will 
never get better, and this can cause damage to our relationship with God.  So it is during such 
times that we must remind ourselves of these lessons.  God is never far from us, yet we don't 
fully benefit from this unless we take the time to look for him. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: In what ways is God "the God of all grace"?  Why is 
grace so central to our understanding of God?  How does this connect with what Peter has 
taught us about trials and suffering?  What does God mean by "a little while"?  In what 
kinds of situations might these ideas help us? 

 
The True Grac e Of God (1 Peter 5 :12-14 ) 
 
The apostle's closing remarks, while consisting in part of simple greetings, also reinforce the 
perspective he wants us to have.  The straightforward lessons of the epistle contain more genuine 
wisdom and knowledge than do all of the world's experts put together.  Don't let fancy packaging 
or persuasive propaganda make you trade godly, eternal things for this world's fleeting rewards. 
 
As he prepares to close his letter, Peter offers a personal testimony* to the truth (5:12).  He 
describes the epistle as a brief letter of encouragement, for indeed the thoughts he has shared are 
only a small portion of the reasons to follow Jesus that he could have given us.  As for 
encouragement, the more that we adopt the perspective that the apostle has taught us, the more 
we shall be encouraged by the ideas he has shared.  The entire epistle has been written to help us 
to focus on our spiritual needs, so that we can nurture the soul and its desire for God. 
 

* Literally, he serves as a witness.  The Greek verb incorporates the root that gives us the term 'martyr', 
which originally meant one who faithfully testifies or witnesses. 

 
God's grace is not merely a good idea or a pleasant philosophy - it is the truth.  And because 
God's grace is true, it can lead us to understand other important spiritual principles.  This is why 
we should stand firm (or fast)* in it.  And it is why we should also 'stand fast' in our humility 
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towards others, our faith in Jesus, our dependence on God's grace, and other simple but powerful 
spiritual truths - not merely because it is a command to do so, but because these are all natural 
results of an understanding of God's grace and mercy. 
 

* Both of these are interpretations by the translators.  There is no adverb in the original text. 
 
Greeting one another and exchanging blessings (5:13-14) may seem like mere formalities, but 
there are good reasons why New Testament writers so often emphasize them.  None of us can 
stand alone, and few of us can stay close to God without occasional friendly reminders, at the 
very least.  Standing together in humility as God's people can help us to keep God's eternal truths 
close to our hearts. 
 
For example, Peter makes a brief mention of his faithful helper Silas (Silvanus).  Silas is also 
mentioned numerous times in connection with Paul's mission work*, and he clearly devoted 
much of his life to helping others hear the gospel.  Yet how many of today's believers admire 
him as much as Peter or Paul?  He is one of many examples of faithful believers who gave 
everything they had to Jesus, without the least thought of reward.  Be assured that Silas, and all 
of those whose sacrifices go unnoticed in this life, will never be overlooked or forgotten by God. 
 

* See Acts 15:22-17:15, Acts 18:5, 2 Corinthians 1:19, and the opening verses of 1 and 2 Thessalonians. 
 
Peter's mention of greetings from 'she who is in Babylon' sometimes arouses curiosity that 
obscures a more important point.  As to the exact meaning of the phrase*, we can only guess 
whether it refers to an individual or to the church.  But the fact that 'she' was chosen with us can 
encourage us whether or not we understand 'her' identity.  Knowing that we have each been 
chosen, and that we have many others chosen along with us, can give us hope and joy.   
 

* Commentators have advanced a number of theories.  We shall only note the more likely ones: Babylon is 
often used as a symbol for Rome, so perhaps the best possibility is that Peter means the church in Rome.  It 
is less likely that he refers literally to a (the) church in the place that once had been Babylon, because the 
city of Babylon had been deserted since the second century BC.  It is also possible that Peter refers literally 
to a (then) well-known woman from Rome. 

 
Becoming a believer in Jesus is never an accident, whether it involves ourselves, someone we 
know, or someone we shall never meet.  Anyone who is baptized into Jesus and who receives the 
forgiveness of sins does so as the culmination of a series of events initiated deliberately by God, 
with the sending of his own Son into this lost world.  God earnestly desires each of us to come to 
him, and each of us who does so is very important to him. 
 
The epistle closes with simple but heartfelt greetings of love and peace.  The familiar practice of 
greeting each other warmly (in whatever fashion may be appropriate for our surroundings) is no 
mere formality, but an inherent part of the church of Jesus that God the Father loves.  To be a 
part of it, regardless of whatever outward role we may have (which other humans may or may 
not see), is to be a part of the only thing on this earth that will last for all the ages to come. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Why does Peter add a personal assurance that the 
gospel of grace is true?  What does it mean to stand (firm) in it?  What spiritual 
significance is there to the exchange of greetings at the end of this and other epistles?  In 
what way is this a fitting ending to the book? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
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Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 



GROW IN THE GRACE & KNOWLEDGE OF OUR LORD: 
AN OVERVIEW OF THE SECOND EPISTLE OF PETER 

 
Notes For Week One: Firm ly  Estab lished In The Truth (2 Peter 1:1-2:12) 

 
Some time after writing his first epistle, Peter wrote another letter to the same recipients.  H is 
first epistle had ex horted them to leave behind the desires and passions of this world, and to live 
as Jesus has called us to live.  T his time, he finds it necessary to warn them not to be distracted 
by false teachings or opportunistic false teachers, but instead to focus on Jesus and the gospel. 
 
Everythin g  We Need (2 Peter 1:1-4 ) 
 
Peter begins by reminding his readers that God provides us with everything that we need in order 
to live as he has called us to live.  The world can supply us with nothing of value, for indeed we 
have been called to escape from this world's futile perspectives.  Moreover, though we may be 
unequipped to pursue earthly goals, in Jesus we lack for nothing of spiritual importance. 
 
Peter addresses his readers as those who have "a faith as precious as ours"*, which sets the tone 
for the epistle (1:1-2).  Peter realizes very keenly just how valuable it is to have faith in Jesus 
Christ as Lord and Savior.  He also knows that he and his fellow believers are all made equal by 
the gospel - regardless of any possible differences in background, age, wealth, or other earthly 
characteristics, the spiritual treasure we share in Jesus far outweighs everything else. 
 

* Actually, 'of equally high value'.  The NASB simply translates the expression as "of the same kind", but 
this seems unnecessarily ambiguous. 

 
The epistle of 2 Peter was written sometime after 1 Peter*, and thus it probably dates from the 
middle or towards the end of the decade of the 60's AD.  Peter will later indicate that he is 
writing to the same audience as before (see 3:1), and with a similar purpose.  Therefore we can 
assume that he is writing to the same group of congregations throughout what is now central and 
northern Turkey, expecting the letter to be circulated amongst the churches in those areas**. 
 

* Some modern commentators question whether the two epistles were actually written by the same author.  
They base this on clever but dubious arguments about style, vocabulary, & c.  In the early church too, 
though, 2 Peter was one of the last books of the New Testament to be universally acknowledged as divinely 
inspired.  In our brief survey of 2 Peter, we shall not go further into these side issues; but the suggested 
commentaries (at the end of the notes) can help you if you wish to know more about such matters. 
 
** Peter identifies the specific locations in 1 Peter 1:1.  See also the notes to Week One of the 1 Peter class. 

 
Peter recognizes and praises God's divine power as the source of everything of value that we 
have been given (1:3-4).  It is God's glory that we should seek, not our own and not that of 
anyone in this world; and it is God's promises that we should value and pursue, not the false 
promises of the worldly.  These are themes familiar from 1 Peter, in which Peter often stressed 
the perishable nature of this world and its prizes, in contrast with the imperishable nature of God 
and of the blessings he can give us. 
 
So the apostle contrasts the implications of living for God versus living for this world.  Through 
Jesus, we can share in God's own nature, by experiencing spiritual blessings that unbelievers 
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cannot grasp, and by obtaining a purpose and an identity that transcend this earth.  But without 
Jesus, we have no way to rise above this world's corruption*, decay, and death.  We can only try 
to deny it, or try fruitlessly to escape it by our own feeble efforts at wisdom and righteousness. 
 

* The word φθορα ("phthora") literally means decay in a physical sense.  It was also used figuratively to 
denote moral decay - Peter's use here emphasizes that this world exemplifies both kinds of decay. 

 
Questions For Discussion Or Study: What is so valuable about our faith?  Does the value 
of our faith contradict the necessity of God's grace?  In what sense can we participate or 
partake in the divine nature?  In what sense(s) is this world corrupt?  Why do so many 
persons still choose to live in the decay of this earth instead of choosing God? 

 
A dd To Y our Faith (2 Peter 1:5 -11) 
 
Realizing that the gospel is the truth is not the end of our search for God.  Jesus calls us to be 
transformed, so that we value the things that he values.  He calls us to live as he lived, not as the 
world lives.  After all, we shall be in this world for only a short time, while we shall live with 
Jesus forever.  Is it more important for the world to welcome us, or for Jesus to welcome us? 
 
Peter encourages us to "add to your faith" several other spiritual qualities (1:5-7).  Note that this 
list is not meant as a progression or a program, by which we start with the first one, and then 
proceed to the next one after we have mastered the previous step.  Such an interpretation is 
common, and some commentators waste a considerable amount of ink and paper trying to show 
why the qualities are arranged in this particular order.  But such a way of looking at these verses 
is contrary to the kind of spiritual transformation that Peter seeks to help us with. 
 
These qualities are simply a mixture of valuable and desirable characteristics that we can 
experience as fruits of the Spirit.  In particular, there is no special significance to the exact order 
of the spiritual virtues.  Indeed, all of these qualities are actually inter-related, so that to grow in 
one of them usually means to grow in the others as well.  The real lesson is not to try to deduce 
the reasons for the order, but rather to meditate upon the reasons why all of these are so much 
more valuable than the things the world values. 
 
These spiritual fruits are of practical value, too, although perhaps not in a sense that the worldly 
would appreciate (1:8-9).  They themselves are the fruits of God's grace, as he transforms us 
from fleshly beings into those who live as he calls us to.  It is these qualities that keep our lives 
from being empty*, and that allow us to have something of value to give to others.  They rescue 
us from the spiritual blindness that afflicts the worldly, whom we see engaging in frantic activity 
that leads to no lasting effect or worthwhile purpose. 
 

* The terms in verse 8 refer literally to living things being barren or unfruitful.  Figuratively, they are used 
to refer both to ourselves (having a real purpose, as opposed to having an empty life) and to our effect on 
others (helping them also to value and seek God and spiritual growth). 

 
Another benefit of emphasizing spiritual fruits is that they can help us have a sure (literally, firm) 
calling from God (1:10-11).  Naturally, this does not mean that having these qualities earns us a 
more secure place - rather, those who seek and nurture these spiritual qualities are then much 
better able to understand and appreciate God's own gracious, righteous nature.  It is his grace on 
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which we depend, and we can become more confident in his grace only by putting it into practice 
in our own lives. 
 
It is also God who will welcome us into his eternal home.  Genuine confidence in our salvation 
comes only from experiencing in ourselves the life that God values, for only in that way can we 
see that we have a genuine and certain foundation in Jesus.  Some believers have a false 
confidence (which Peter will address indirectly in chapter 2), based on their own knowledge or 
accomplishments.  The confusion caused by such perspectives is one of Peter's reasons for 
writing 2 Peter, because those who put confidence in the wrong things have indeed, as the 
apostle says, forgotten all about what God's grace really is. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Why do we need to add other qualities to our faith?  
How does this teaching differ from works salvation?  Why does Peter choose these 
specific qualities?  In what practical ways can we learn to add these to our faith?  How do 
these qualities keep us from being 'ineffective'?  How do they give us confidence that we 
shall be welcomed into an eternal home with God? 

 
A lways Rem em ber These Thin g s (2 Peter 1:12-21) 
 
The apostle now explains in detail why he is writing about the topics in the epistle.  Aware that 
his life on this earth will end sometime, he wants his readers to base their faith on truths that will 
outlive both the apostle and his audience.  Peter reminds them of things that built his faith, not so 
much as a personal statement, as it is to help them realize the timeless nature of the gospel. 
 
When Peter promises always to remind other believers of spiritual truths, it is for an important 
reason (1:12-15).  The contrast between the temporary and the permanent, which he has so often 
emphasized in his letters, is never going to be easy for us to grasp while we live in this physical 
world.  Even without the deliberate attempts of the worldly to pull us away from God, the desires 
and needs of our own flesh will remind us constantly of things in the physical world. 
 
So it is a spiritual service whenever we simply remind one another of the lasting reality beyond 
our current physical universe.  Consider, for example, the apostle's simple statement about his 
body being a 'tent'*, and how this can adjust our perspective if we meditate on what he means.  
Peter has learned to live with the knowledge that he will soon (whether literally, or simply in 
comparison with the length of eternity) move on to a more permanent home. 
 

* The word Peter uses can also mean a tabernacle.  Thus, in addition to the obvious point that our earthly 
bodies are temporary and perishable, he is perhaps drawing a parallel with the tabernacle in the desert, 
which was only a makeshift, temporary home for God's presence among his people.  When we are able to 
set aside our current bodies, we shall finally have an imperishable form of our own; but more than that, we 
also can finally live in God's actual presence from that point onwards. 

 
Peter also offers his own eyewitness report to support the reliability of the gospel (1:16-18).  
Although he, James, and John only barely understood the transfiguration of Jesus when it 
occurred (see, for example, Mark 9:2-10), Peter has retained a vivid memory of it many years 
later*.  Even now, it is probably not so important whether his readers understand all of the 
implications of the transfiguration, as it is that they know that it was God's own voice that came 
from above to verify the identity of his Son. 
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* Note that, whenever Peter mentions his time with Jesus, it is always to support the truth of the gospel; it is 
not to bring attention or credit to Peter himself. 

 
The apostle points out how the fulfillment of (Old Testament) prophecy and the facts of Jesus' 
earthly ministry support each other* (1:19-21).  Those who knew only the Scriptures of the Old 
Covenant had only the hope of a Messiah, with their only certainty being that God would some 
day send Him.  Even the most faithful believer could then read prophecy with new assurance 
once the Messiah came.  Likewise, those who come to know Jesus first can gain additional 
assurance when they realize that centuries of prophecy and preparation came before him. 
 

* The grammatical structure of verse 19 is rather complex, so it is not as clear in most English translations.  
The reference to the prophets being made 'more certain' refers to the ways that prophecy and Messianic 
fulfillment reinforce each other.  It is not meant to imply that Peter or the other apostles did anything to 
'make' the Word of God truer than it already was. 

 
Neither the prophecies nor the gospel arose by human ingenuity or initiative, and the teachings of 
the gospel reflect God's own nature, not any human culture or philosophy.  The gospel is a light 
shining in a dark place, and yet those in darkness are often afraid of it, or are even opposed to it. 
 
In the next part of his letter, Peter will discuss the sad implications of this.  But he also leaves us 
with a simple exhortation to pay attention to the gospel, to Jesus, and to God's Word.  If we stop 
worrying about what the world thinks, we shall find in the gospel a source of light that will get us 
through our earthly trials, and that will allow us to shine for eternity. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Why does Peter deliberately repeat the same points, 
just to remind us?  Is he afraid of what will happen after he is gone?  What does he want 
us to learn from his account of the transfiguration?  In what sense does the ministry of 
Jesus make prophecy more certain?  Does it work the other way too? 

 
There Will Be False Teac hers (2 Peter 2:1-12) 
 
It is unfortunate but inevitable that there will always be opportunists who wish to use the gospel 
for their own agendas, rather than taking the pure light of God into a sinful world.  Peter explains 
this in considerable detail, because he knows human nature.  The messages of false teachers can 
be interesting or exciting, and so our only defense is to put our faith in God, not human leaders. 
 
It is not just a worry, but a certainty, that false teachers will come in amongst those who believe 
the gospel (2:1-3).  The gospel has such powerful teachings that it attracts all kinds of persons for 
all kinds of reasons.  Although grace and humility can keep us faithful to the truth, there are also 
some powerful motivations - greed, selfish ambition, and self-righteousness - that often induce 
those with some belief in God to exploit the gospel for their own ends. 
 
Peter's reminder of their inevitable punishment (2:4-10a) is not so much a warning to the false 
teachers themselves - since they are unlikely to listen to what Peter says - as it is an assurance to 
the faithful.  Neither God nor Peter wants us to spend all of our time hunting down and punishing 
false teachers*. Thus Peter provides several examples** of God's ability to deal appropriately 
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with those who rebel against him.  We would do well to take to heart Peter's assurance that God 
knows how to punish when punishment is called for, and to rescue when rescue is called for. 
 

* Compare also Paul's attitude in Philippians 1:15-18. 
 
** See also the book of Jude, which has many parallels with the second chapter of 2 Peter.  Some of the 
examples in Jude and 2 Peter 2 come from Scripture, while others come from external writings known in 
the ancient world.  The use of the latter sources is one of the reasons why the inspired nature of 2 Peter and 
Jude was sometimes questioned in the early centuries of the church of Jesus Christ. 

 
The false teachers that Peter discusses* are characterized by, amongst other things, blasphemous 
arrogance (2:10b-12).  Even angels, says the apostle, do not presume to say some of the things 
that these false teachers will assert.  Since there are many aspects of spiritual reality that we can 
never know or judge properly while we are in our mortal bodies, we must often humbly accept 
our lack of understanding instead of presuming to know the unknowable.  Indeed, many false 
teachings have arisen precisely because the human mind wished to create its own, more 
interesting or pleasing version of the truth, rather then settling for what God has told us. 
 

* Note that Peter never classifies the false teachers with a handy label that would tell us what exactly they 
were teaching.  Thus, we know with certainty only the characteristics he mentions.  We shall look at this a 
little more next week. 
 
Questions for Discussion Or Study: How does Peter's concern about false teachers 
explain his reasons for what he wrote in the first chapter?  What things might cause 
someone to teach falsely?  How would their motivation matter?  What characteristics of 
these persons can we identify from Peter's description?  How does he want us to respond 
to his warnings? 

 
Bibliog rap hy 
 
There are a fair number of commentaries on 2 Peter.  Since it is a short book, it is usually 
covered in books that also study 1 Peter and/or Jude.  Here are a few books that are particularly 
suggested as sources or references: 
 
Edwin Blum, Frank Gaebelein (editor), T he E x positor' s B ible Commentary, V olume 1 2 
Gerald Bray (editor), James, 1 -2 Peter, 1 -3  John, Jude (Ancient Christian Commentary). 
N. T. Caton, Commentary On T he Minor E pistles (Restoration Library) 
Dick Lucas &  Christopher Green, T he Message Of 2 Peter and Jude (The Bible Speaks Today) 
Michael Green, 2 Peter and Jude (Tyndale Commentaries) 
Martin Luther, Commentary On Peter &  Jude 
Guy Woods, A  Commentary On T he N.T . E pistles of Peter, John, and Jude (Gospel Advocate) 
 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 



GROW IN THE GRACE & KNOWLEDGE OF OUR LORD: 
AN OVERVIEW OF THE SECOND EPISTLE OF PETER 

 
Notes For Week Two: What Kind Of People Ought You To Be? (2 Peter 2:13-3:18) 

 
In his second epistle, Peter goes to great lengths to warn us about false teachers.  Yet he does 
not wish us to hunt down and punish those who teach error.  Rather, we should simply be on our 
guard, so that this danger does not derail our faith.  So, the apostle calls us instead to develop an 
eternal perspective based on Jesus, and to let this perspective be reflected in our lives. 
 
Review Of Last Week's Class 
 
This is the second epistle that Peter has written to those who have been "firmly established in the 
truth" (2 Peter 1:1-2:12).  As in his first epistle, he often contrasts the perishable and the 
imperishable, and he reminds us of the choice between living for this world or living for God. 
 
God gives us everything we need for the life he has called us to live (1:1-4).  Both God’s power 
and his knowledge are vastly greater than our own, and it is when we put our hope fully in him 
that he can help us the most.  Thus, says Peter, we should grow in spiritual qualities that add to 
our faith (1:5-11).  This familiar list is not a progression, but rather a description of the kinds of 
the spiritual fruit that comes from God's grace and mercy.  In many respects, these qualities 
complement each other, so that growing in one of them also helps us grow in others. 
 
The apostle says that he is writing so that we shall always remember these things (1:12-21).  His 
personal experiences with Jesus can encourage us, by reminding us of the many reasons we can 
know that Jesus is God’s son.  The prophecies about Jesus, along with Jesus’ ministry on earth, 
work together to teach us.  These things grow in importance when we realize that false teachers 
will disrupt the church (2:1-12).  Human nature is too weak to expect otherwise. 
 
In the second half of the epistle, Peter continues with this thought, and then moves on to a further 
discussion of spiritual reality. 
 
The Fate Of False Believers (2 Peter 2:13-22) 
 
The presence of false teachers and opportunists is an unfortunate reality of life in Jesus, and it 
can lead to confusion and discouragement.  Yet we do not need to be the ones to convict and 
punish those who teach error, for God will certainly deal with them.  Not only will he punish 
them, but he will also make their hypocrisy and error clear to those whose faith is in him alone. 
 
Peter never specifies the exact false teachings of the persons he warns about, but instead points 
out that they are motivated by sinful desires and impure motives (2:13-14).  Indeed, in some 
respects, this is a more reliable way to identify false teachers, since their actual teachings may be 
unclear or confusing.  Whether they crave money, fame, ego boosts, or political power, they 
stray from the truth if they value these things more than the simple truths of the gospel of Jesus. 
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So Peter ignores the details of what these phonies teach, instead pointing out their true nature, 
whether they are "experts in greed" or whether they have "eyes full of adultery"*.  They may or 
may not receive the things they desire on earth, but they will certainly not go unpunished in 
eternity.  God's judgment upon them is fair, because those who use the gospel of Jesus as a mere 
means to earthly ends are valuing temporary things above the lasting blessings God offers us. 
 

* This phrase literally implies a person who looks at every person of the opposite sex as a potential 
opportunity for an adulterous relationship.  There is a deliberate parallel with the spiritual form of 'adultery' 
that false believers practice, claiming to teach the gospel while actually pursuing their own selfish desires. 

 
Their error occurred the moment that they left "the straight way"* of the gospel (2:15-16).  This 
does not refer so much to erroneous factual or doctrinal details - for it is an unfortunate fact that 
even the most well-meaning of teachers still make their share of mistakes - so much as it refers to 
the focus and priorities of the gospel.  If we humbly accept our constant need for God's grace, 
and remember that the gospel saves the soul, not the flesh, then God can easily correct our errors 
and guide us into truth whenever it becomes important. 
 

* The adjective here literally means straight, like a line.  Figuratively, it can mean 'honest' or 'upright'.  
Compare, for example, the NIV and NRSV with the KJV and NASB. 

 
But if, like Peter's example of Balaam*, we begin to see Christianity as a way to gain personal 
advantages on this world's terms, then it is just a small step from there to all manner of 
dangerous rationalizations for indulging the flesh in its selfish wishes.  For its part, the world will 
inevitably focus on side issues, and thus we see all kinds of religious frauds who attain 
prominence, wealth, and power, while faithful preachers of the gospel are ignored.  Balaam, 
indeed, was not opposed by any human, but was rebuked for his wrongdoing by divine means. 
 

* Balaam was a free-lance prophet for hire, whose rather involved prophetic activities are described in 
Numbers 22-24.  Later he attempted to entice the Israelites into immorality, and was eventually killed (see 
Numbers 31 and Deuteronomy 23). 

 
The apostle uses images from nature to describe those who use the gospel for selfish interests 
(2:17-19).  Springs without water hold the promise of refreshment, but do not offer any real help.  
It is too easy to teach the gospel in such a way that it appeals to fleshly desires rather than to the 
needs of the soul.  Those who do this offer nothing of lasting value to the poor souls who listen. 
 
It is a sad thing for someone to come to Jesus, and to receive the forgiveness of sins, only then to 
become derailed by false teachings.  It would have been better, says the apostle, for such a 
person not to have learned the truth at all, or at least not until he or she could have stood firm in 
it (2:20-22).  False versions of the gospel can leave their hearers worse off at the end than at the 
beginning, for they may never again see their real needs as clearly as they did.  This is why Peter 
uses two such vivid analogies* to describe the sordid effects that distorting the gospel can have. 
 

* Because of these and other overtly derogatory descriptions of the false teachers, some modern 
commentators attack the entire epistle as being spiritually useless and/or written by someone whose 
viewpoints are suspect.  The real issue, though, is that such commentators are not able to see that some 
false teachers can indeed do significant spiritual harm. 

 
Questions For Discussion Or Study: What kind of punishment will these false teachers 
face?  How might it be a fitting punishment?  What does this imply about how we should 
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deal with them?  Why are their motivations significant?  How might their motives 
influence their teachings?  What is the significance of using Balaam as an example?  
How should we apply or respond to the warnings in verses 20-22? 

 
The Perishable Nature Of This Earth (2 Peter 3:1-10) 
 
In his first epistle, Peter repeatedly reminded us of the perishable nature of this world and of 
everything in it.  He now describes in vivid detail just how easily God can bring an end to this 
universe, whenever he is ready to do so.  His objective is not to frighten us, but rather to clear 
our minds.  It is easier to focus on this physical world, but it is spiritual reality that will last. 
 
Peter indicates that this, his second letter*, has much the same purpose as his first (3:1-2).  He 
wants to help us focus our minds on the right things, to produce wholesome (sincere) thinking, 
which in turn will help us remember the things that truly matter. 
 

* Some commentators think 2 Peter was written when Peter knew that his death was imminent.  (It is likely 
that he died in AD 68 or 69.)  If true, this would explain the slight difference in emphasis from 1 Peter. 

 
The apostle's admonition for us to expect scoffers reminds us of how little human nature really 
changes across the centuries (3:3-7).  It is human nature to confuse temporary conditions with 
lasting reality, and to exalt one's personal experiences to the level of absolute truth.  It is 
important even for believers to remind themselves often of the truth.  God created our universe 
and he created us; likewise, everything in the physical world will one day cease at his command. 
 
If these basic facts remain true, then matters of a temporary, earthly nature lose much of their 
importance.  If they are not true, then the gospel loses most or all of its value.  Sometimes we 
simply lose sight of this amidst the flood of earthly noises and distractions. 
 
Another aspect of faith that Peter discusses in both of his epistles is the need to put our trust in 
God's timing (3:8-10).  God always fulfills his promises, but often not when we expect him to, 
and rarely when we wish him to.  Thus we would be most wise to remember in our hearts that, 
"with the Lord a day is like a thousand years*, and a thousand years are like a day."  God 
understands how we perceive time, but he also knows that our mortal ways of reckoning of time 
cannot possibly enable us to see things from his more perfect perspective. 
 

* Note that even this 'equation' is not meant literally - the point is that God is not constrained in any way by 
our concept of time.  So we must not impose our earthbound perspectives on his statements about time. 

 
Rather than the timing, we should focus on the certainty and finality of God's promises and of 
God's judgment.  For it is a certainty that this earth - indeed, this universe - will someday cease 
to exist.  There is no way for scientists, rulers, or anyone else to prevent this or to delay it - and 
there is no way for theologians to predict when it will happen*.  And if, as we say we believe, we 
have immortal souls that will live beyond our physical lives, then we ought to consider carefully 
what implications this may have. 
 

* This is the simple meaning of the expression that "the day of the Lord will come like a thief".  Since Jesus 
himself did not know when it would occur, we ought to be humble enough to realize that we cannot figure 
it out.  The many misguided attempts to find 'signs' of the date in the Scriptures simply reflect what 
happens when humans use Scriptures out of their proper contexts. 
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It is also important that we note the reason for God's patience, especially when his patience 
seems inconvenient to us.  He is well aware how long it can take a human being to accept even 
the most obvious truths of the gospel, and so he tends to act as slowly as he is able to.  It just 
doesn't mean anything to God for someone to obey him involuntarily or through force.  He gives 
each of us the time we need - indeed, much more than we really need.  And if he is patient with 
you and with me, then he will be patient as well with those who still are unforgiven sinners. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What is Peter's basic reason for writing his epistles?  
What would this mean in practical terms?  Based on this passage, how should we respond 
to scoffers?  How can we avoid becoming scoffers ourselves?  In what situations would it 
be important to remember how God's concept of time differs from ours? 

 
Live Holy & Godly Lives (2 Peter 3:11-18) 
 
As in his first epistle, Peter reminds us that this world's perishable nature has some important 
implications.  God does not want to instill in us a false sense of urgency or a feeling of panic, but 
he does call us to live so as to reflect his light in our lives.  There will always be a great many 
things in this world that we cannot control, so we should focus on God, who never changes. 
 
Because of God's promises, we can look forward to the day of God* (3:11-13).  It is not easy for 
any of us, no matter how strong our faith may be, to see this in wholly positive terms.  Even 
those who deny God's truth still know somewhere inside themselves that this world and 
everything in it are temporary and perishable.  And even the faithful often cringe at the thought 
of all the physical things they love on this earth ceasing to be. 
 

* The phrase "and speed its coming" (in the NIV) sometimes leads to unfortunate misunderstandings.  It 
does not mean that our goodness or activity can directly influence God's choice of time for the end of the 
world.  Given the phrasing in the original text, there are two possible ways it can be applied.  The verse can 
also be translated simply as, 'and eagerly await its coming', which then is unambiguous.  Or, it can imply 
that our eagerness to see God can, in a figurative sense, make his Day seem to come more quickly. 

 
Thus it is only by faith that we can look ahead with joyful anticipation to a new heaven and a 
new earth*.  This will be a blessing both negatively and positively.  The sadness, injustice, and 
violence of this earth will not last forever; nor will our new home be perishable, as this one is.  
Then too, in the new heaven we shall not have to seek an intangible, invisible God, for we shall 
see him as he is.  We shall know once and for all what God has prepared for those who love him. 
 

* This is a figurative expression that can actually be applied in two different ways.  In both cases, it is not 
meant to suggest any specific details.  The obvious application is to heaven (that is, the eternal home that 
God has prepared for us).  We really cannot know now what heaven will be like in any physical sense (even 
the descriptions in Revelation are figurative), and it is by faith alone that we can look forward to it.  In 
another sense, the phrase 'new heavens and a new earth' can refer figuratively to the spiritually changed 
world that believers live in during the rest of their earthly lives.  In this passage, though, the context 
suggests that the first (and more obvious) sense is probably the intended meaning here. 

 
To wish to be found blameless, spotless, and at peace with God is an obvious consequence of the 
realization of this world's temporary nature (3:14-16).  Once more, the apostle shows us that this 
idea need not produce panic or frantic action - but if we sincerely do realize that this world is 
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only temporary, it will lead to different changes, less dramatic outwardly, but more fruitful in 
ways that matter to God.  In particular, our desire to be blameless in God's eyes will eventually 
lead to an appreciation of his grace, for it is the only way we can obtain this desire. 
 
In this context, Peter has some thoughts on understanding the Scriptures.  He humbly implies 
that his readers would be well-advised also to read and think about Paul's letters*, with which 
Peter's share a common basic perspective, despite being so different in some respects.  Paul, like 
Peter, based his understanding of God on grace, and on the blood of Jesus as the indispensable 
way of accessing God's grace.  Paul was often criticized for his emphasis on grace, usually by 
those who thought themselves less in need of grace than others were. 
 

* Since the way that Peter uses the term 'Scriptures' implies divine authority, this verse is significant in 
being a rare instance of one inspired writer referring to another New Testament writer as being divinely 
inspired.  Oddly, it is not uncommon for modern commentators to use this verse in an attempt to deny that 
2 Peter was divinely inspired.  They claim that Peter could not have said this, based on an imagined feud 
between Peter and Paul, which they suppose to have begun with the incident described in Galatians 2:11-
14.  Yet there are no real grounds for this.  Even when Peter was at his weakest, pride and stubbornness 
were not among his major flaws. 

 
In his closing, Peter combines some words of encouragement with one more exhortation for us to 
be on our guard (3:17-18).  Our position with God is a secure one, because it rests on God's 
grace, not on our goodness.  Yet this means that we can fall, though not in the ways we might 
most often fear.  Rather, if we cease to hope and rely on grace, and seek instead to build our 
confidence by our own means, then we can fall from God's grace, for God must by his nature 
oppose the proud and the self-willed.  But when we continue to rely on God's mercy, then our 
hope and salvation can remain strong. 
 
And so Peter advises us always to grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord Jesus.  The 
truth, love, and grace that we find in Jesus cannot be found anywhere else.  Nor does any earthly 
wisdom or philosophy compare with the gospel.  We can never come up with a specific defense 
to every possible attack we may face, but in Jesus we don't have to.  If we strive to love and 
appreciate him, and if we learn to perceive even a small amount of the love he has for us, then 
we shall never desire to risk the treasure we have in Jesus for the sake of any earthly teaching or 
fleshly motivation. 
 

Questions for Discussion or Study: What reasons are there for us eagerly to await the 
final day of God?  What considerations might make it harder?  How can we strive to be 
blameless before God and at peace with him?  How can we learn to appreciate God's 
patience in delaying judgment?  What things should we be 'on our guard' against?  How 
can we grow in the grace and knowledge of Jesus? 
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