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THE BOOK of PETER '

Notes on the first epistle of Peter have been issued on three occasions over the years, the
first in 1960, which were repeated without further revision in 1969 and in 1983. The epistle
has also been the subject of extended treatment in the pulpit in April 1958 at the Evening
Service and again in the Morning Services of 1970 and 1980, and most recently in 1995/96,
when the 'fruit' of the pulpit ministry over the years was gathered together in the latest series
of expositions which finished in the spring of this year. The following Notes are based on that
series and are issued now in the hope that a wider constituency than those who heard the
series may find them profitable.
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I:1

There is a certain fitness in having turned to this epistle, for in our studies in the later
chapters of Luke's Gospel, which immediately preceded our series in 1 Peter, we had Simon
Peter very much in the forefront of our minds, in the story of his denial of Jesus and his
experience of forgiveness after the Resurrection. And one of the first things we will need to do
in this new study is to say something of the man who wrote this epistle. We begin therefore,
not so much with a character study of Simon Peter, as to look at the man who was able to
write like this, giving a message so full of grace and encouragement to hard pressed saints,
and a message so thirled to, and filled with, the reality of the message of the Cross. We
pointed out in our studies in Luke that the whole trouble with Peter was that during the days
of our Lord's earthly ministry he habitually baulked at that message. He did not want Jesus to
go to the death of the Cross, and he did not, as a disciple, want to take up the cross either. It
was this, of course, that made his ultimate denial of our Lord not only predictable but also
inevitable. We shall continue in this vein in the next Note.
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I:1

The dramatic encounter Peter had with our Lord on the shores of Galilee after His
resurrection, confronting him with the threefold question 'Simon, son of Jonas, lovest thou
Me?' was undoubtedly a watershed in Peter's experience - and indeed, it bore a fundamental
relation to the events of the day of Pentecost. All the same, we need to beware of being too
simplistic in our understanding and interpretation of his story, and of dividing it too simply
into 'before' and 'after', as if everything for Peter after Pentecost was plain sailing for him. All
the available evidence in Scripture goes to show that even in the context of that tremendous
Pentecostal outpouring, Peter found sustained goodness very uphill work for him - as witness
the very real problem and difficulty he had with the thought that the Gentiles should also be
admitted into the blessings of the gospel, as well as the Jews. Furthermore - and this is even
more significant - he showed a marked tendency, even after he had become enlightened
about the Gentiles' reception into the covenant of grace, to 'dissemble' (that is the word Paul
uses in Galatians 2:12, 13) for fear of the Jews, for the same reason as he yielded to the
temptation to deny Jesus in Caiaphas' palace. True, there were crises in Peter's experience,
but these were 'ongoing' problems for him, that had to be faced again and again throughout
his Christian life. We do well to remember this: there is no once-for-all experience that can
deliver us for good and all from our problems as believers.
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1:1-7

One does not need to read very far or very closely into the epistle to discover two things:
one is that it is immensely rich in doctrinal teaching; and the other is that there is a
considerable emphasis throughout it on trial and testing, suffering and persecution. This
twofold emphasis is one of the keys to an understanding of the epistle and its message. The
name 'Babylon', from which the epistle is said to have been written, is likely to refer to Rome,
and is a kind of 'code' word. Peter was probably writing about the time of the Neronian
persecution just after the martyrdom of the Apostle Paul, c 64 AD. And what he writes is
meant to be an encouragement to other communities faced with similar testing. Now, it is
clear from the New Testament in general that tribulation is an inevitable fact of Christian
experience, and sometimes the pressures are very great indeed and in such a context, Peter's
concern is, 'What can | say to encourage hard-pressed believers, to help them in the midst of
their trials to stand firm, and not go down under them?'

Such is the purpose of the epistle and its theme; and it is significant and heartening that
Peter was able to write like this, in words so full of grace and encouragement for hard-pressed
saints. For we see in this epistle what the Lord did with this man and what he made of him,
weaknesses, failures and all. It is surely an enormous encouragement to realise that what we
read here was written by a man who knew all about what it was to fall and to fail, and who
was at last able to relate the truth of the gospel to the practical business of living truly and
victoriously for God. Here is a man who knew all about natural weakness and failure, and he
has a secret to share with his readers that enabled him weak, as he was, to stand firm even to
the end.
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The pressures in Peter's time are not of course the pressures today: we do not - as yet -
face the kind of discrimination, persecution and even martyrdom that became the lot of many
early believers, although many of our fellow Christians in other parts of the world do. But
today's pressures are no less great and no less dangerous, indeed, they may be even more
dangerous and sinister, just because they are not so obvious and evident, but rather indirect
and hidden, and therefore more insidious. One thinks, for example, of the influences to
which our generation has been subjected, particularly our young folk. For one thing, we live
in a manipulated age, in which the influence of the media is widespread and comprehensive.
We are told what to believe and even how we are to think; for another thing, the young
generation are particularly vulnerable, at school, at college, at university, confronted as they
are all the time with the presuppositions of modern thinking - the undermining of moral
absolutes and the challenge to absolute values, the assumptions that are made which underlie
attitudes to the great moral issues of the day in public life, in education, in social work -
issues such as abortion, euthanasia, the disposable society, the depersonalisation of humanity,
the revolutionary trends, the permissive attitudes - as if any alternative to these were
unthinkable, absurd and contemptible. Anything therefore designed to help and encourage
believers in such situations and to introduce them to resources sufficient to make them
steadfast and unmovable should be a first priority of study. And this is what Peter gives us in
this epistle.
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I:1-12

Look then at the perspective of the opening section of the chapter. We have twelve
enriching verses, then in 13 an exhortation to stand firm and hope to the end. This
perspective is very important, and we must note something about it at the outset: it is the
balance that is so significant. The saints to whom Peter is writing are under pressure, but it
could hardly be said that the pressures are a total preoccupation - indeed the opposite, for the
pressures are set over against, and in the context of, the bounty of the divine provision. The
predominant emphasis in the passage is on the indicatives of grace, rather than on the
exhortations to stand firm. This is important psychologically as well as spiritually. It is
possible, after all, to be too preoccupied with the pressures and problems that beset us - we
can become man-centred and problem-orientated, and that can be serious and even critical
for spiritual health and well-being. We need to lift our eyes and our sights to the divine
provision.

In this connection, one important point we need to see in the opening two verses - and
one which a little study will reveal - is that Peter's mind and writing are simply saturated in
Old Testament Scripture and Old Testament thought - and indeed filled with biblical thinking.
This is one great and decisive safeguard for the believer. The word eklektoi, the elect, is an
Old Testament term applied originally to the Old Testament people of God. The word
parapidemoi, strangers, is again an Old Testament term referring to the 'Diaspora’, the
Dispersion, used by the Jews to describe those who lived in exile from their homeland. The
New Testament use of these terms is the recognition that Christians belong to a new order, the
coming kingdom, the city that has foundations, and that this world is not their home. We are
strangers and pilgrims on the earth (as Peter is to say later), and our citizenship is in heaven.
Indeed we are citizens of two worlds - 'in Christ' on the one hand, and 'in Pontus', or
'Cappadocia’, or 'Edinburgh’, or wherever, and we are to live in the old world, drawing our
resources from the new. More on this theme in the next Note.
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To continue on Peter’s use of Old Testament thought, we may also note that words like
'obedience' and 'sprinkling' also belong to the Old Testament background. 'Obedience' takes
us back to the words in Exodus 24:3-8, 'all that the Lord hath said we will do', while
'sprinkling' comes from the Passover narrative and the Levitical cultus, and refers to the
sealing of the covenant to the people. If this is what Peter is implying, what a source of
strength and encouragement to hard-pressed believers, for the reality of the covenant and the
covenant God is the one decisive and overwhelming circumstance in the experience of His
people. The effect of biblical thinking is, and must be, to call in question the assumptions
made in today's world in matters of practical daily living, as - to take for example one theme
dealt with in chapter 3, where Peter speaks of husbands and wives as being 'heirs together of
the grace of life'. What need there is today for biblical thinking in this area, to challenge the
easy assumptions of our modern permissive society - our modern permissive clergymen too!
The need, indeed, is not merely for Bible study and Bible knowledge but for getting in to the
heart of biblical thinking and applying it right across the board, and allowing it to form and
shape our attitudes. This is one of the lessons that a study of Peter's epistle is designed to
impart.
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It will be seen that the central thought of these verses lies in 6, in the words 'in
heaviness, through manifold temptations (trials)' but we do need to see that this central
thought is embedded and set in the context of great and massive spiritual realities, as if Peter
were saying 'do not dispute the reality of the severity of the trial you are passing through, but
| beg you to see them in their proper context, that is, in the context of what is yours in Christ,
to enable you to brest the storms and ride them triumphantly'. The trials that they were at that
point facing were in fact hedged in on all sides by realities of grace, which are no less
realities for us also, and for any kind of trials. The trials may vary, but the provision for them
does not vary - not ever! And therefore, the saints may be kept by the power of God through
faith. This is the real issue, and the glorious possibility, which the writing of this epistle was
designed to fulfil. What Peter does in these verses is to exercise what we have sometimes
called an illuminative ministry, as he unfolds the greatness of what it means to be a Christian,
for he opens up, in terms of Paul's words in Romans 6:3 (‘know ye not....2') something of the
magnitude of the biblical concept of salvation. How important and vital it is to grasp this. J.B.
Phillips' book title 'Your God is Too Small' is a charge that could often be laid against
believers today, for their concept of salvation is too small and niggardly for them to be really
kept by the power of God in time of trial and tribulation. This is why Paul prays, in Ephesians
1, that 'the eyes of our understanding might be opened....to know the immeasurable greatness
of the power that worketh in us', and why also we are told in Acts 19 of the way in which the
disciples in Ephesus were brought into their true destiny as believers: 'So mightily', we are
told there, 'grew the word of God and prevailed'. This is our need that the Word might grow
and become a bigger, grander, more glorious reality in our lives. This is what Peter is after in
this epistle.
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What was said at the end of the previous Note explains why Peter underlines in his
opening doxology in 3ff the greatness of our salvation, and explains why he begins with a
paean of praise and thanksgiving as he blesses God. The word 'blessed' (Gk eulogetos) means
to 'speak well of the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ' - an idea well expressed in the
words of the well-known hymn 'Praise my soul the King of heaven'. There is an important
point for us to note here. Sometimes, if the truth were told, we do not feel inclined to 'speak
well of God'. We may even speak ill of Him, at least in the secret of our hearts, when He
allows pressures in all their fierceness to come upon us. Do you sometimes feel, in your heart
of hearts, that God has done ill by you, that He has been a disappointment to you that He has
let you down? - a secret feeling within you, that you would hardly dare articulate, that He
had not worked in the way you expected Him to, and hoped He would? This is by no means
as uncommon as one might think. It is what, for example, lies behind the story of the book of
Jonah when God asked him, 'Doest thou well to be angry? It was precisely this kind of
attitude that was exposed in his secret heart. He was disappointed that God had shown mercy
to Nineveh, and he did not at that moment feel like 'speaking well' of Him. What we need to
learn here is that a spirit of praise in a man is a right spirit, because God is so utterly
praiseworthy. We are more likely to have a right attitude to the trials and pressures that beset
us when we praise Him and speak well of Him, than at any other time. As C.S. Lewis says,
'Praise almost seems to be inner health made audible', and that 'lt is in the process of being
worshipped (or praised) that God communicates His presence to men'. Is this what is meant
in 2 Chronicles 20:22 when it says that 'when they began to sing and to praise, the Lord set
ambushments against the children of Ammon, Moab and Mount Seir...and they were
smitten'?
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The reasons for Peter's outburst of praise and doxology are manifold. For one thing, we
get some idea of the greatness of our salvation from the realisation that the Holy Trinity, in
Three Persons, is involved in it - God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy Spirit and this
Trinitarian statement is spelt out in the verses that follow. This is how great our salvation is: it
is a movement of eternity for our sakes, and all the resources of the Triune Godhead are
behind us. There is the knowledge of the Father (3), and the wonder and mystery of God
setting His love upon us. This is something that takes us back to the pre-temporal state, before
all worlds, into the vast and unimagined counsels of the Trinity and the divine electing grace,
predestinating mortals as yet unborn to everlasting glory. Eric Sauer, in his book 'The Dawn of
World Redemption', says,

'Even before all the ages of time the Highest concerned Himself with your glory and
with mine. Before the sea raged and swelled, before the earth was built or its
foundations sunk, yea, before those morning stars exulted and those sons of God
shouted for joy, God, the Almighty, even then had thoughts on me. On me, the worm of
the earth, who have given Him so much trouble and labour with all my sins; on me, He
Who is God, the Ancient of days. Truly, these are depths not to be fathomed, and which
the heart of every man despairs of being able to describe in words. Here we can only
bow and worship, and lay our life at the feet of Him, the All-loving.'

Wonder and mystery indeed! But what inexpressible comfort and assurance also. We do
not even stand alone in our trials.
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Then there is the work of the Son, in His death and resurrection, the sufferings of Christ
and the glory that should follow - underlined again and again throughout the epistle. Then
there is the energy of the Spirit, witnessing to the truth as it is in Jesus, inspiring those who
proclaim the gospel, and sanctifying those who hear it unto God. And then there is the
everlasting mercy, called here very feelingly by Peter the 'abundant mercy', an evidence
surely of his own heartsore experience in his denial of Jesus, giving expression to the feeling
that a mercy that could restore him from his terrible denial was full and abundant indeed!
Mercy and grace are often associated together in both Old and New Testaments. 'Grace', as
in Denney's famous definition, 'is the love of God, spontaneous, beautiful, unearned, at work
in Christ for the salvation of souls'. This could with equal truth be said of mercy also, but with
this distinction:

'While 'grace' has reference to the sins of men, and is that glorious attribute of
God which these sins call out and display, His free gift in their forgiveness, 'mercy' has
special and immediate regard to the misery which is the consequence of these sins,
being the tender sense of this misery displaying itself in the effort to assuage and entirely
remove it' (Trench).

Think of Peter! God met him there, and misery was turned to amazed and incredulous
hope and peace. That is the divine mercy. Do we see what Peter is doing in all this? He
simply speaks about the greatness of God's salvation, and the inherent virtue and power of
the gospel compels attention, arrests thought, and draws the mind upwards to God, away
from the trials and pressures, enabling us to draw fully upon the divine resources. This is what
Peter means when he says that we are 'kept by the power of God through faith unto
salvation'.
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Peter speaks in 7 of the trial of faith. Merely to speak like this is to bring illumination and
light into the whole situation, putting a new complexion upon it. For it gives the experience
of trial some meaning, and so then as it has meaning, all is not darkness, and we can
therefore bear it, knowing that it is fulfilling a divine purpose in us. We sometimes say, for
example, of pressures and trials that 'these things are sent to try us'. And this is so. But we
must be careful what we mean. Faith is being tried, yes; but from whose point of view, and by
whom? Who does the trying? It is God Who tries us, although the shape of the trial may be
very varied and activated by different forces. It is He Who has the initiative. This may be
deduced from a consideration of two things: on the one hand we should note Peter's words in
6, 'if need be'. This does not mean merely that trial is a possibility, in the sense that
circumstances may make it inevitable. Rather, it is the use of the word 'need' which has the
force of a divine necessity (in the same way in which we are told in John 4:4 that Jesus 'must
needs' go through Samaria). It is all part of the divine plan. It is necessary! On the other hand
the temptation or trial is set in the context of the divine foreknowledge and election. It is not
merely that God allows or permits the trial, but that He ordains it. This, paradoxically, is a
source of comfort and encouragement to believers more than anything else, since it means
that the trial and its entire course are in God's hands. This is the setting Peter gives to the
whole concept of trial. One sees this very clearly, for example, in Paul's experience, as he
wrote from prison in Rome to the Philippian church. 'Would that ye should understand,
brethren, that the things that happened unto me have fallen out rather unto the furtherance of
the gospel'. He could see that God's sovereign hand was in control of all the circumstances
that beset him, and that He 'called the tune'. This, we may think, is implied in the well-
known statement in 1 Corinthians 10:13, 'God is faithful, who will not suffer you to be
tempted above that ye are able....'
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What was said in the previous Note teaches us a lesson of considerable importance,
namely that we are not always the best judge of the situation or of just how much we are able
to endure in any particular trial. We can hardly doubt, for example, that there were times in
Paul's hazardous experiences during his missionary journeyings, when he must have been
tempted to feel 'l can't stand any more of this' (cf 2 Corinthians 1:8, 'Pressed out of measure,
above strength'); but God would say to him 'O yes, you can', and He dared to leave him in
the trial until all the divine purpose for it was fulfilled and brought to fruition, as Peter
describes here in 7. Part of that purpose is to put steel and temper into our faith so as to make
it a massive and substantial reality that will bring glory and praise to God. C.S. Lewis, in his
book 'A Grief Observed' makes this very perceptive comment:

'God has not been trying an experiment on my faith or love in order to find out their
quality. He knew it already. It was | who didn't. In this trial He makes us occupy the
dock, the witness box, and the bench all at once. He always knew that my temple
was a house of cards. His only way of making me realize the fact was to knock it
down.'

This is a very telling thought - putting us to the test to let us see what we are made of!
This means that part of the function of trial is to expose all that is unreal in us and that cannot
stand the test, to strip away every false thing in us in order that true character may be built
into our lives. Not that we can always see the meaning and purpose of our testing, even in
retrospect; for there are some trials that are not explained to us. The answer lies with God,
and we may not demand that He explain Himself to us. This may be hard, but it is something
we must accept.' He giveth not account of any of His matters (Job 33:13).
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What was said in the previous Note leads us to consider what could be called the
resoluteness of God. There sometimes seems to be almost grimness about the divine love.
God does not spare His children. He is strong enough to resist pity when we cry out in pain,
strong enough to resist it until pain has done its gracious work in us, strong enough to seem
to turn a deaf ear to our cry, 'O God, why are you doing this to me?' But this is the point: the
testing and the trial produce utter trust in God. This is what is meant by 'resoluteness'. He
knows what He is after, and will not let up until He is satisfied with the end product. By the
same token we can speak also of the daring of God. How utterly daring He is in the things He
does with, and to, His people. He is not afraid to thrust us into the fire and to leave us there
until we feel we have passed endurance point. Sometimes the thought that comes into our
hearts, and perhaps even on our lips, in such a situation is 'How dare you do this to me!' The
answer is that He is a daring God. And God is daring because He is so big and great; there is
nothing little about Him. And if He is such a God - big and daring, and incredibly alive with
divine energy and virtue, creative and transforming - it is hardly surprising that sparks should
fly when that energy comes into contact with our lives. It is just not possible but that we
should feel it in some way and that He should leave His mark upon us! The story of Jacob
wrestling with the angel was a case in point; the patriarch was never the same again: the
angel touched his thigh and the sinew of his thigh shrank, and he was crippled for life. Do we
really think that wrestling with God would be fun? It was a terrifying experience for Jacob, but
it made him a prince with God. And his faith was 'found unto praise and honour and glory".
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The words that follow the reference to the trial of faith, in 8, 9, 'whom having not seen
ye love...." have a profound significance. Their message is that testing brings us closer to
Christ. We are pressed, says the Apostle, into fellowship and communion with the Son of
God. And this, he means to indicate, is also a means of strengthening and stabilising in times
of pressure, and if the trial of our faith leads to this, it is indeed of rare value. But these are
important verses from several points of view. We should note the four verbs that Peter uses:
'love...believe...rejoice...receive'. The parallelism makes it clear that the 'loving' and the
'rejoicing' flow from, and are the consequence of the 'believing'. We may ask whether there
may not be a hidden echo in these words from Peter's own experience, in John 21:15ff,
'Simon, son of Jonas, lovest thou Me?' Is Peter saying to us, 'What Jesus called in question
was not my faith, but my love to Him. It was there that | failed'. Also, is there an echo of John
20:29, 'Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed', in the words 'whom
having not seen ye love'? One can almost imagine Peter shaking his head in wonderment and
admiration at such faith: 'l have seen Him, yet | did not love Him as | should; you have not
seen Him, but you love Him. How wonderful!" It is important to realise that faith has several
different, though related, aspects - intellectual, moral, spiritual, and emotional or affective. It
is not possible to have faith as a mere intellectual exercise, without it becoming also a thing
of the heart, without our coming to love Christ. More of this in the next Note.
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With reference to what was said at the close of the previous Note we must realise that
one of the characteristics of the true believer is that love to Christ is inevitably involved. Paul,
in fact, describes believers, in Romans 8:28, as 'them that love God'. When the gospel claims
a man and lays hold upon him, it will claim his heart’s devotion for the Christ Who died to
save him. As Peter says in 2:7 (a parallel to his statement here), 'unto you that believe He is
precious'. This is the central marvel and mystery of the Christian faith: that a man should be
able to say, simply and humbly, and with the greatest sincerity, 'l love Him', that is the
miracle of grace. And there comes awe, almost, upon the soul in the realisation that this is the
simple truth of the matter so far as we are concerned. One thinks of the delighted awareness,
on the human and natural level, that comes to a girl's heart in the consciousness of what has
happened to her is that she has fallen in love, and is loved in return. It is a secret at which she
drinks and is refreshed and satisfied day by day. And is not the 'joy unspeakable and full of
glory' in the spiritual life, a bulwark, in the same way, against pressure, and a hidden
resource, an invisible means of support - which means that, even before His appearing we
have the sweet foretaste and earnest of the spirit and the enjoyment in the present (9) of the
salvation that will be consummated at His appearing.

That is one side of the issue, but there is the other side also. It is true that believing is no
mere formality, no mere intellectual exercise; but we have to recognise that there is an
intellectual content to faith. And this opens up a further consideration, which will be
discussed in the next Note.



James Philip Bible Readings in 1 PETER (1996) 20 1:1-12
1:8-9

We have to recognise that there are two qualities present in faith. There is what is
sometimes called 'propositional faith', and there is faith as 'trust'. By propositional faith is
meant faith which involves certain truths about God and Christ and salvation; while faith as
trust has to do with a personal relationship with God through Christ. A great deal of stress is
placed on the idea of 'encounter' in modern theology, and it is the fashion to speak of
propositional faith and propositional revelation with some contempt, as if it were some
survival from a primitive and obscurantist age. This has the effect of disturbing people until
they turn to the Scriptures, to be met by such statements as Hebrews 11:6, 'He that cometh to
God must believe that He is, and that He is a rewarder of them that diligently seek Him'. This
is propositional faith; and the touchstone of Scripture is a valuable corrective to what is
sometimes called scholarship in the realm of theology. The truth is that propositional faith is a
necessary part of biblical faith, and is the framework in which faith as trust comes into its
own and flourishes and flourishes and grows. It is of course true that faith as trust is deeply
emphasised in both Old and New Testaments. Indeed, the characteristic words for 'belief' and
'faith' are generally rendered 'trust' in the Old Testament. Most of them are inclusive of the
idea of committing oneself personally to God. Thus, 'believing in Christ' is never a formality
or an intellectual exercise, but something involving the whole man and particularly the
heart's affections being engaged to love the Lord. Having said that, however, we have to
emphasise that loving Christ is not something merely mystical; it is loving someone we have
got to know through the Word. And getting to know Him through the Word implies and
involves the exercise of the mind; and since a whole Christ is mediated only by the whole
Word, clearly the more we grapple and wrestle with the Scriptures, and with the deep truths
of divine grace, the more of Christ we shall perceive, and the more we shall love Him. And
unless our faith has this intellectual content, the love for Him which is the heart of all will be
weak, feckless and superficial. Passion for Christ is not only not incompatible with an
intellectual grasp of the gospel but on the contrary is best fed by a true understanding of the
truths of the Word.
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These verses bring us to some intriguing as well as important statements that Peter makes
- intriguing in respect of what he says about God's angels at the end of 12, and important in
the implications of his words about the Old Testament, providing an enriching understanding
of the things of God. For what he says here, and what is implied in what he says, leads us into
some very profound considerations indeed and - rightly understood - will surely give our faith
a deeper dimension and foundation. One might well entitle these verses as speaking of 'the
gospel and the Old Testament', for this is what the Apostle is really dealing with. And there is
one sense in which what he says on this serves as an encouragement in particular to hard-
pressed faith. It is often the experience of believers when under pressure, and especially if the
pressure has continued for a longish time, suddenly to find oneself confronted with a
frightening temptation to doubt, and to call in question the reality of the whole business of
the Christian gospel and of Christian experience itself. This is a very frightening and indeed
devastating thing to happen, and so very real. And to this feeling Peter gives us the assurance
that this salvation of ours is not something that was done in a corner; it has roots in old and
ancient history. It is not something new, but has an honourable and unassailable lineage. In
other words, Peter sets the whole Christian experience in the perspective of history and of the
whole biblical revelation. And the very assertion that our faith is thus rooted is something that
is designed to enrich that faith immeasurably and to give it a deeper dimension, and to kindle
an even greater love in us.
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The first lesson we learn on the theme of 'the gospel and the Old Testament' is that of the
essential unity that exists between the Old Testament and the New. What Paul is underlining
here very clearly is that the gospel of God's salvation in Christ has its roots in the Old
Testament revelation - an insight shared with other New Testament writers (cf Mark 1:1, 2;
Romans 1:2; 3:21; 16:26; John 5:39). The implication of this is that the whole of the biblical
revelation has to do with the gospel, not merely the New Testament, and that this was its
intention from the beginning. This provides a great key to an understanding of the Scriptures
as 'the history of the promise'. The gospel is not a new thing, but something foretold from the
beginning, and worked for from the beginning. That is the first thing; and the second is this:
we must notice the reference to Christ in 11. To speak of Christ in Old Testament times may
seem to be strange and fanciful to some; but the basic Christian position, which is Trinitarian
in essence, commits us to this. The Westminster Confession says,

'In the unity of the Godhead there are three Persons, of one power, substance and
eternity, God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy Ghost. The Father is of none,
neither begotten nor proceeding; the Son is eternally begotten of the Father, the Holy
Ghost eternally proceeding from the Father and the Son.'

The eternal Sonship of Christ is therefore a cardinal doctrine of the Faith. And this must
mean, if it means anything, His pre-existence in relation to Bethlehem and the Incarnation. If
therefore He is the eternal Christ He is as likely to have been operating in history before the
Incarnation as after it. This is a supernatural concept, it is true; but then so is the idea of a
living Christ operating in history now a supernatural concept.
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Peter is obviously implying very clearly that Christ was present with His people in olden
times and in these ancient days, companying with them and ministering to them and
supplying all their needs. There is therefore a necessary continuity as between Old Testament
times and New Testament times - i.e. they were the same kind of times in principle, from the
standpoint of the life of faith; and therefore there is a necessary and essential unity between
the Old Testament and the New. This in turn has also two implications: the first is that there is
but one people of God, gathered out from both dispensations, the old and the new, namely
the Church of God in Christ Jesus. The other is that the experience of Old Testament saints
was, essentially, a spiritual one; they were inheritors of spiritual blessings, not merely material
blessings. And what is more they were saved by faith, as New Testament saints were.

But what are we to say about the Spirit of Christ in the prophets? Here, we may say, is a
Pentecostal experience centuries before Pentecost. The fact is, there is only one Spirit in
whatever age, and it is ever His work to testify of Christ, to take of the things that are Christ's
and show them to us, in whatever age or dispensation. Therefore, spiritual experience in old
time could not have been essentially different from that in the New Testament age. This is the
point made in the famous eleventh chapter of Hebrews: 'by faith Abraham.... Moses....
David....' We may speak of the Old Testament era as the time before the sunrise. As someone
has said:

'The first streak of light in the darkness of the night of sin came with the promise given
in Genesis 3:15 of One to come who would bruise the head of the serpent. With the
passing of the ages, that light gradually and imperceptibly increased, and the prophets
were enabled to see more and more of what was to come, albeit only dimly, and - as
it were - through a glass darkly. But to them the vision was essentially for an
'appointed time', and what they had of hope was in the promise, and in the God-
appointed symbols, types and shadows of things to come'.
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The Westminster Confession of Faith makes it clear that the Old Testament symbols had
no inherent worth and were only shadows cast on the course of history by the Lamb slain
from the foundation of the world. Nevertheless, they were for that time sufficient and
efficacious, through the operation of the Spirit, to instruct and build up the elect in faith in the
promised Messiah, by Whom they had full remission of sin and eternal salvation. It is in this
context and connection that we must understand what is called 'the Messianic Hope'. The
Old Testament age was an age of preparation and discipline, in which God was training and
teaching His people, preparing them for the time when their Redeemer should come. This
teaching went along two lines: on the one hand, God was intent on teaching them the nature
of sin (and therefore their need of a Saviour), showing it in its blackness and perversity that
only a Redeemer could deliver them from it; and on the other hand make them so sick of sin
that they would long for a deliverer. Hence the emergence of the Messianic hope, hence the
searching by the prophets - those most sensitive to God's purposes and intentions in the
world - in their concern to know 'what or what manner of time the Spirit in them did signify
in testifying beforehand the sufferings of Christ and the glory that should follow'. In this way
he awakened interest, desire and longing to see 'the day of God'. This 'forward look' explains
the phrase 'not unto themselves but unto us...." in 12 and links with the anticipatory character
of the Old Covenant (as we see also in Hebrews 11:39, 40, 'These all....received not the
promise, God having provided some better thing for us, that they without us should not be
made perfect', and also our Lord's own words in Matthew 13:17, 'many prophets and
righteous men have desired to see those things which ye see, and have not seen them....").
The prophets were ministering these hopeful things for a privileged age to come - and were
content with this knowledge, just as we in our day may well be ministering for the future,
when we are seeking to lay the foundations of many generations that they may build more
extensively for their day and generation.
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Something must be said about the last words in 12, 'which things the angels desire to
look into'. Matthew Henry, the Puritan expositor, points out with characteristic perceptiveness
that these verses before us show us three sorts of students, or inquirers, into the great affair of
man's salvation - i) the prophets, who searched diligently into it; ii) the apostles, who
consulted all the prophecies, and were witnesses of the accomplishment of them, and so
reported what they knew to others in the preaching of the gospel; and iii) the angels, who
most attentively pry into these matters. The angels are here represented as standing all
amazed at the spectacle of the unfolding mystery of God's redeeming purposes, something so
utterly beyond their comprehension that they can only bow down in abject worship and
adoration. For redeeming grace - and this is what Peter presently goes on to speak of, in 18,
19, in words that express a sense of awe and holy fear - is the biggest thing in all the universe,
and all created beings will marvel at the astounding message of a God Who stoops so low to
lay hold of fallen man. Few words can express more movingly or beautifully that wonder and
awe than those of the Indian Christian, Narayan Waman Tilak, when the greatness of God's
redeeming love laid hold upon him,

Thou dwellest in unshadowed light,
All sin and shame above

That Thou should bear our sin and shame
How can | tell such love?

The wonder of the angels is underlined in other places in the New Testament, as for example
in Luke 15:7, in the mention of the angels of God rejoicing over sinners repenting, and in
Ephesians 3:10, where Paul speaks of the manifold wisdom of God being made known to the
angels by the Church. It is in the light of this awesome reality that we are best able to
understand and appreciate the exhortation Peter goes on to give, in 13ff, to obedience and
holiness of life. For in such a consciousness of the greatness of divine grace we are surely best
motivated toward all we should be for Christ and for the gospel.
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These verses bring us to one of the most wonderful statements in all the New Testament,
and to what the old hymn calls 'That wonderful redemption, God's remedy for sin', following
on as it does from the great doxology of praise in the first half of the chapter, describing the
reality of our fellowship with God through Christ and the heart of Christian experience as
being love to Him. Peter now goes on to describe the way into that fellowship, in the
experience of redemption through the precious blood of Christ as of a Lamb without blemish
and without spot. The RSV rendering of 18 serves to bring out a thought that has tended to
lurk in the background of the statement that Peter makes, when it renders it as 'ransomed
from futile ways'. The AV phrase 'from your vain conversation' translates a Greek word which
Paul uses in Romans 8:20 when he speaks of 'all creation being subject to futility (vanity)'
through the sin and fall of man. This is the wider context in which Peter's statement needs to
be understood. Peter says that this is something that men receive 'by tradition from their
fathers'. This could be taken, of course, in a literal sense: it is true that man is a creature of
habit; one generation follows another in patterns of behaviour, and very often what a man
does, he does because his father and grandfather did it before him. But Peter surely has
something more profound and fundamental in mind: it is our first parents that he is looking
back to; and this futility that he speaks of is the result of the entail of sin and the grim
consequences of the Fall of man. This, then, is the 'hand-down' from time immemorial; it is
the fruit and the effect of the appalling disaster that overtook mankind and, through mankind,
all creation, robbing us of all of the real purpose and intention of our having been made in
the image of God.
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One of the metaphors the Scriptures use to describe all this is that of buying and selling,
and we need to look at this in some detail. It will be recalled how Satan tempted the Son of
God in the wilderness on the threshold of His public ministry. Satan took Him up into a high
mountain and showed Him all the kingdoms of the world and the glory of them, and said,
'All these will | give Thee, if thou shalt fall down and worship me'. Jesus resisted this
temptation; but we should note the terms on which Satan sought his objective. The prize he
offered Jesus was the kingdoms of this world: the price Jesus was to pay was the worship of
His heart. Jesus refused to pay that price; but where Jesus resisted and refused, Adam, our first
parent, yielded. He snatched at the prize and paid the price, and straightway entered into
bondage. God had said to Adam, 'In the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die'.
And die he did - not in the sense of losing his existence, not in the sense of nothingness, but
in the sense of separation from God, and therefore separation from all purpose in life: futility,
meaninglessness. Now, one of the things we need to understand and appreciate in the story
of the Fall is that what happened to Adam was a judicial pronouncement passed upon him. It
was a death sentence that he incurred. And sentences of this nature always mean
imprisonment pending execution. That is to say, this is something from which there is no
escape for man. He has sold himself into bondage.
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What was said at the end of the previous Note is man's story, as we see from Scripture
and experience alike. We read, for example, in Genesis 25:33 that Esau sold his birthright for
a mess of potage, and in so doing sold himself out of the purposes of God for his life. We
read of the prophet Jonah, who put down his money and bought a ticket to Tarshish, and in so
doing very nearly made shipwreck of his life, getting out of the purposes of God into a sad,
futile purposelessness. We read of the rich farmer in Jesus' parable in Luke 12 who sacrificed
his soul on the altar of bigger barns. Life for him was always in the future - 'tomorrow’', he
would say, 'will say to my soul..." and he frittered away his days without ever having lived
even one of them. And God said, 'Thou fool, this night...." We read of the woman of Samaria
in John 4 and see how she paid the price for the kind of life she wanted, and in so doing sold
herself into a futility that nearly destroyed her. And Jesus said, 'What shall it profit a man, if he
shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?' Our futile ways! There are many kinds of
futility in the world today and many kinds of purposelessness, and many expressions of that
futility and its inescapableness. We are going to look at some of these, in the next Note,
before going on to the divine answer to man's plight and predicament.



James Philip Bible Readings in 1 PETER (1996) 29 1:1-12

1:17-21

Paul's teaching in Romans 8:19ff is a useful parallel to Peter's thinking here, where he
speaks (RSV) of 'creation waiting with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God'. The
picture thus portrayed is one of the created order waiting with outstretched hands and
straining forward, in the hope that mankind's deliverance will soon come to fruition in the
Saviour’s coming in glory, so that creation itself will at last share in the transformation and
glory of that coming, and itself be delivered from its bondage and corruption. Thus Paul, like
Peter, indicates that when man fell all creation was involved in the cataclysmic disaster in
some organic way, and was brought down with man, in spite of itself, as it were, when God
pronounced the ground cursed for man's sake - the sentence which fell upon man carrying
consequences which extended to the whole realm intended originally for man's dominion
but - as the sentence on man was not hopeless (as cf Genesis 3:15, the promise that in the
fulness of the time the seed of the woman would bruise the head of the serpent) - so neither
was the sentence on creation, and it shared in man's hope of redemption. Thus nature,
though subject to vanity (futility) was left with the hope of something better. But in the
meantime creation sighs. As someone has said,

'Account for it as you may, a wail of sorrow pervades the universe. The wind coursing
along moans in every tree, and mourns round every corner. Go to the seaside, and
every wave dies with a groan. Listen to the blackbird: whilst there is unutterable
sweetness in its whistle, yet underneath all its notes there is an undertone of sadness.
There is not a bird in all the forest which does not touch a minor key. Hear the
bleating of the lamb, and note therein a tremor of sorrow. Ascend to man, and
suffering dominates his history; everything in nature seems abortive; nothing seems to
realise its destiny, achieving the full purpose of its creation. When man fell, nature

grew sick.'

We shall continue this discussion in the next Note.
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The 'sickness' in nature spoken of in the quotation in the previous Note also serves to
explain something which is part and parcel of every thinking man's experience. How is it
that, when viewing beautiful scenery, there is so often an unutterable beauty that somehow -
mysteriously, paradoxically - becomes almost unbearable, filling us with such an inexplicable
sadness that we are almost afraid to gaze upon it? Why should this be? It is deep calling unto
deep, the deep of nature's inconsolable ache crying out to the deep of our heart's own
yearning and longing for our full redemption.

The answer to this brings us once again to the 'buying and selling' metaphor mentioned
already. A ransom has been provided that can liberate and deliver man from this humanly
speaking impossible bondage. The word 'redeem' in 18 literally and originally means 'to
deliver captives from robbers or enemies in war by the payment of a ransom price'. This is a
very apposite word therefore for Peter to use, for mankind needs to be bought back from the
bondage they have sold themselves into by their sin. And it is the glorious good news of the
gospel that Christ has paid that price to set us free, buying us out of futility and futile ways
into liberty and purpose in life, into a sense of direction and meaning. The nature of this
ransom price and of the setting free is the subject of the next Note.
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In answering the question at t