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      Endorsements for the Conversational Commentaries Series

      “This is the series I’ve been waiting for! These Conversational Commentaries are for every Bible study leader, small group facilitator, Bible teacher, and Bible study participant. Written by women, for women, these volumes help you engage deeply with Scripture, equip you for rich discussions, deepen your understanding of God’s word, and point you to Christ.”

      Courtney Doctor, Director of Women’s Initiatives, The Gospel Coalition; Bible teacher; author, From Garden to Glory and In View of God’s Mercies

      “The Conversational Commentaries series is a trusted companion for individual study or teacher preparation. I appreciate each author’s careful consideration of the original writer, document, and audience while keeping the language and format refreshingly accessible. These handy reference tools will be great additions to any theological library to return to repeatedly.”

      Karen Hodge, Coordinator of Women’s Ministries, Presbyterian Church in America; coauthor, Transformed: Life-Taker to Life-Giver and Life-Giving Leadership

      “For those looking for an accessible and theologically robust commentary series, start here. These commentaries are informed, responsible, and God glorifying.”

      Benjamin L. Gladd, Executive Director, The Carson Center for Theological Renewal

      “These commentaries are indeed ‘conversational,’ but they are not without great theological depth and exegetical rigor. I’m so grateful for these dear sisters in Christ—for their biblical wisdom, love for God’s word and God’s people, and desire to help fellow women of God dig into the glorious riches of Scripture. Many thanks to Lydia Brownback and Megan Hill for their editing of these immensely valuable resources!”

      Jon Nielson, Founding Pastor, Christ Presbyterian Church, Wheaton, Illinois

      “Of the two ways to get into the ocean, wading in from a beach is preferable to being dropped in from a helicopter. If you’re not sure where to start in your study of the Bible, Conversational Commentaries will help guide you into the deep truths of God’s word step by step. Why stay on the shore?”

      Gloria Furman, author, Labor with Hope and Missional Motherhood

      “This is the commentary series I wish I’d had when I started teaching the Bible. Trusted authors offer sound and accessible content for those wanting to deepen their study or strengthen their teaching. Whether you’re new to studying the Bible or you’ve studied it for years, you want this series in your library.”

      Colleen D. Searcy, speaker; Bible teacher; author, Meet Me in the Bible study series

      “Faithful, relatable, practical—Conversational Commentaries are the first books to pull off the shelf when you need to understand or teach the Bible, passage by passage. Equally valuable for personal study or public witness, the simple yet profound titles in this new series empower godly women to know, apply, and teach the Bible in life-changing ways.”

      Philip Graham Ryken, President, Wheaton College

      “These Conversational Commentaries absolutely deliver what they promise. They read like a wise friend sitting across the table explaining the text verse by verse, answering the questions that most naturally arise. While they offer sound scholarship, they eschew an overly academic tone. And while they ably cover the entire text, they are helpfully concise. I will pull these volumes off my shelf again and again.”

      Nancy Guthrie, author; Bible teacher
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      Series Preface

      So, you have a hunger for God’s word. We know that’s true because you’ve picked up this little commentary. Whatever your goal—diving deep on your own or leading a small-group Bible study—Conversational Commentaries are designed to serve as a companion in your study of Scripture.

      There is no shortage of Bible commentaries, but this series offers something unique. Every volume is authored by a woman and has female readers in view as it explains and applies the biblical text. These volumes are conversational: Each author writes as though she is talking with friends over mugs of coffee and open Bibles. Every volume is also a commentary: a verse-by-verse explanation of one book of the Bible. Here you’ll discover that every word of Scripture is more valuable than gold and sweeter than honey (Ps. 19:10)—and each verse is one you can understand and apply with the Spirit’s help. Each Conversational Commentary is an accessible, affordable resource that provides depth and detail for women who want to grow in their knowledge of God’s word. Although these books don’t focus on academic terms or technical details about the original text, they will help you study the Bible in all its richness. These commentaries present sound biblical scholarship in language that any Christian can understand. It’s our hope that this series would help you grow in your knowledge of God’s word, in your ability to study and teach it to others, and—ultimately—in your love for Christ, to whom all Scripture points.

      How to Use This Series

      As part of your daily, personal Bible study. While you’re reading the Scriptures devotionally, these commentaries will help you understand and apply the verses (especially the confusing ones!) and see how they fit into the larger context of the chapter and book.

      As a textbook for a small-group study. Each person in the group can read the commentary along with the assigned Scripture text, and you can discuss what you’ve learned when you meet together.

      As research material for Bible teaching. Whether you’re being called on to give a quick devotional or teach an entire book of the Bible, these commentaries will help you prepare to lead others through Scripture.

      As a tool for evangelistic one-on-one Bible reading. When you’re meeting with an unbeliever to walk through Scripture, these commentaries can help you answer questions about even the most difficult text.

      As a resource for family worship. As you study the Bible with the people in your home, these commentaries will give you simple language to explain and discuss each verse.

      As a book of answers to your Bible questions. When you are scratching your head about the meaning of a particular verse or idea in Scripture, these commentaries provide a bite-sized explanation.

      Lydia Brownback and Megan Hill

    

  
    
      Overview

      The New Testament Epistles

      Before we dive into this letter, it’s vital to say a general word about how to study the Epistles, which make up much of the New Testament. The Epistles teach about salvation in Christ Jesus and how we’re called to live out our faith in day-to-day life. Because they were written to believers in the time after Christ’s resurrection and ascension, the Epistles are some of the easiest books of the Bible for us to read. We feel a kinship with the original audience because they were in a situation similar to ours: They had believed the truth of Christ’s death and resurrection, received the gift of his Spirit, and were seeking to walk by faith in this world until he comes again.

      As we read a particular letter, we can expect that certain passages will immediately grip our heart—giving us some new insight about our Lord or a deepening conviction of how we need to mature in our walk with God. Such discoveries are exciting, and they draw us deeper into God’s word to mine its riches. And the best part of studying an entire book is that we can begin to understand our favorite passages in light of the whole letter, which enables us to build a rich, multidimensional understanding of Christ and of the whole Christian life.

      We all know how to read a letter: Open the mailbox, see whom the envelope is addressed to, look at the return address, tear it open, sit down with a cup of tea, and enjoy it. The biblical epistles aren’t all that different. If we gather a few basic facts about the letter’s origin and recipients, and are willing to spend some time savoring its contents, we’ll be on the right track. In order to understand the Epistles and rightly apply their messages to our lives, we must take into account three things: (1) the situation of the author, (2) the recipients of the letter, and (3) the letter as a whole.

      1. The situation of the author. Who was the author? Also, when was the author writing, where was he writing from, and why was he writing? Such details are often revealed in the beginning of the letter, but sometimes at the end. Understanding the epistle’s author will give you essential background to his letter’s language and themes. It’s important to mine this information at the very beginning of your study, and the “Big Picture” introduction (p. xv) will help you to get started.

      2. The recipients of the letter. Was the author writing to the Jews, God’s family from the days of Abraham? Or was the letter addressed to Gentiles, those brought into God’s family through faith in Christ? Some letters are addressed to whole churches, and others are addressed to individuals. A number of the Epistles are called “circular letters,” which simply means that they were intended to circulate among groups of believers in more than one place. A circular letter was carried by a courier to the nearest church on the address list, and from there it made its way from church to church. Keep in mind too that the recipient or recipients of a particular letter had a unique background and understanding of God—a frame of reference. This frame of reference matters a lot because it’s what guides our understanding of the letter and shapes how we apply it. When we read the Epistles, we are reading letters that were given to us by God for our edification, but they were also originally directed at a specific first-century audience. We’re opening other people’s mail, and knowing their situation helps us see how the letter speaks to our own.

      3. The letter as a whole. Think for a minute about the zoom feature for a map on a phone. To figure out where you are going, you tend to zoom in close to see a particular street, trying to home in on your destination, but ultimately this street view makes sense only when you zoom back out to see the bigger picture, the entire area surrounding it. This is what it’s like to study an epistle in context. With verse-by-verse commentary, you’ll be able to zoom in, but in order to understand the close-up, you have to begin with the big picture. So for the “Big Picture” of this epistle, turn the page.

      Lydia Brownback and Megan Hill

    

  
    
      The Big Picture of 1 Peter

      Why Study 1 Peter?

      Maybe you’ve noticed that we often worry more about what might happen in our lives than about what’s actually happening. We find ourselves unnerved at the mere prospect of an illness, a loss, or a financial setback because these difficulties come with suffering. None of us wants to suffer, certainly, but we all do. It’s a hard reality to face. But with Christ as our Savior, we don’t have to dread suffering. God has good purposes for our pain. And he sets the limits on our difficulties, allowing only what is absolutely necessary to accomplish those purposes. Whatever trials and troubles the Lord allows are designed to shape us for life in his kingdom—now and for eternity.

      The apostle Peter understood suffering, the kind that can rattle your faith at times and make you wonder whether walking faithfully with the Lord is worth it. But along the way, he came to accept—and actually embrace—the fact that commitment to Christ often increases rather than diminishes trials and troubles. Walking with Christ is costly, Peter discovered, but so totally worth it, and it’s for this very reason that he wrote his two epistles, the first of which we explore in this volume.

      Who Was Peter?

      We first meet Peter in the Gospels. He was an ordinary fisherman. He had a wife, and he likely had children, although we aren’t told. Peter’s hometown was Bethsaida, a fishing village on the northern shore of the Sea of Galilee.

      John’s Gospel tells us that when Jesus first saw Peter, he looked at him and said, “‘You are Simon the son of John. You shall be called Cephas’ (which means Peter)” (1:42). Luke’s Gospel relays that Peter was so amazed by a miracle Jesus performed that he fell down before Jesus and said, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord” (5:1–11). And Matthew tells us in his Gospel that when Peter heard Jesus say, “Follow me,” Peter immediately left his boat and his nets and followed (4:18–20). So, from these gospel accounts, we see that Peter was all in with Jesus from the moment he met him.

      The Gospels also give us glimpses into Peter’s personality. One thing we see is that even though Peter struggled with fear, he wasn’t shy when it came to communicating with Jesus. He was often the first one to speak up and ask a question or voice an opinion. And he wasn’t afraid to ask for things! At the same time, Peter was a bit too self-confident—that is, until this weakness was exposed when he denied his Lord (Luke 22:54–62). Surely the lessons he learned in that most painful season of his life set the foundation for the emphasis on humility that we find in his letters.

      Before Peter denied Jesus, Jesus told Peter, “Satan demanded to have you, that he might sift you like wheat, but I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail. And when you have turned again, strengthen your brothers” (Luke 22:31–32). Peter did turn back to Jesus. His awful sifting had strengthened his faith, banished his fear, and humbled his heart. Afterward Peter lived in a new kind of confidence—even in prison awaiting death, where he writes his epistles. We too can flourish just as Peter did, and for the same reason: Jesus holds us and will never let go.

      Setting of 1 Peter

      Peter writes, most likely from Rome, to Christians living in various regions in the northwest part of Asia Minor near the Black Sea.1 The epistle is referred to as a circular letter, meaning that it circulated from church to church in the area to which it was sent. These regions—Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia—known altogether as Asia Minor, were located in modern-day Turkey. Of these regions, Asia (not the continent we know today) was the most culturally diverse. Cappadocia was the least populated. The land area of Asia Minor is a peninsula surrounded by three seas. “The picture that emerges of the regions to which Peter wrote is one of a vast geographical area with small cities few and far between.”2 Although Peter’s earlier apostolic ministry was focused primarily on reaching Jews with the gospel (Gal. 2:6–10), comments in the letter indicate that the recipients of the letter were mainly Gentiles, although, no doubt, there were converted Jews among them as well.

      Nero was likely the emperor of Rome when Peter wrote his letters. That’s important to note because Rome is the backdrop of these letters. Nero came to power as a teenager, and because he was so young, he ruled under the authority of his mother for several years before asserting his independence. Nero distrusted many, if not most, people throughout his reign, including family members, and perhaps for good reason. In those days, the assassination of rulers was a common occurrence. And Nero had numerous enemies. In AD 64, when a raging fire consumed much of the city of Rome, Nero’s enemies tried to put all the blame on Nero himself. As a way to deflect this bad press, Nero in turn blamed the Christians, which kicked off wide-scale persecution that was characterized by hideous suffering. This was the world in which the apostle Peter conducted his ministry, and it gives us the background for both of his letters. He wrote this first letter a year or two before the great fire in Rome and the second letter a year or so afterward.

      At the time Peter wrote this first letter, there was no government mandate against Christianity. No doubt some Christians were persecuted and punished for their beliefs, but life-restricting persecution was not widespread. Even so, they did experience verbal abuse and various kinds of discrimination. (Christ followers in Peter’s day dealt with a lot of the same problems that we do!) They were socially ostracized for refusing to participate in the sins of their Roman culture, activities such as throwing criminals to wild beasts for sport while crowds cheered. Another reason Christians were scorned was their belief that Jesus is the only way to salvation. Their intolerance of other religions and lifestyles infuriated mainstream society. For all these reasons, contempt for Christians hung heavily in the air like humidity on a midsummer day.

      Themes in 1 Peter

      A quick read through Peter’s first letter reveals an important theme—suffering. This isn’t surprising, given the world he lived in. Peter wants to help fellow believers make sense of suffering and to show them how God works through it for his glory and the good of his people. Making sense of suffering, most especially the suffering that comes from professing Christ Jesus as Lord, undergirds the entire letter. Peter is eager that suffering Christians remain firmly convinced that God hasn’t abandoned them in their pain. To the contrary, their suffering is the instrument God uses to produce hope and to purge away the dregs of lingering sin that contaminate faithful living and Christian fellowship.

      People who are banished, or exiled, from their homes experience great loss—a potent kind of suffering. For that reason, exile is a theme that underlies Peter’s first letter. The recipients of the letter were trying to make life work in foreign, often hostile, places. So Peter uses these circumstances—life in exile—to frame the position of all Christians in every era until Christ returns. We are all in exile until we reach our forever home in heaven.
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