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“This commentary/collection of sermons has my warm endorsement. I read them, in my daily devotions, over the period of a month and profited greatly. The message of these books is often neglected, and I pray that this volume will go a long way to redress this deficiency.”

Canon John C. Chapman, Former Director, Department of Evangelism, Diocese of Sydney

“David Helm has an engaging style, all his own. Best of all, he engages with the text of Scripture, with life as it really is, and with the hearts and minds of the lively congregations who first heard and benefited from much of this material.”

Dick Lucas, Trustee, The Proclamation Trust

“David Helm exercises a vibrant preaching ministry in the city of Chicago. This book of Bible expositions displays his strengths as a preacher and serves as a model for other Bible teachers. It is vigorous in its defense of spiritual truth, clear in its explanation of biblical words and their contextual meaning, vivid in its use of language and illustrations, well-structured in its exposition of particular Bible passages, and fresh in its practical application of Biblical truth to daily Christian life. It is the kind of commentary, in other words, on which preachers quickly learn to rely.”

Philip Graham Ryken, President, Wheaton College
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From 1–2 Peter:

In thanksgiving to God for my dad, Richard Helm, who models gospel stability and who along with my mom taught me true grace and the importance of finishing well.

From Jude:

In memory of my father-in-law, Theophilus Schmid, a faithful husband and a man of few words, whose charge to me remains an encouragement: “Contend for the faith.”





A Word to Those Who Preach the Word

There are times when I am preaching that I have especially sensed the pleasure of God. I usually become aware of it through the unnatural silence. The ever-present coughing ceases, and the pews stop creaking, bringing an almost physical quiet to the sanctuary—through which my words sail like arrows. I experience a heightened eloquence, so that the cadence and volume of my voice intensify the truth I am preaching.

There is nothing quite like it—the Holy Spirit filling one’s sails, the sense of his pleasure, and the awareness that something is happening among one’s hearers. This experience is, of course, not unique, for thousands of preachers have similar experiences, even greater ones.

What has happened when this takes place? How do we account for this sense of his smile? The answer for me has come from the ancient rhetorical categories of logos, ethos, and pathos.

The first reason for his smile is the logos—in terms of preaching, God’s Word. This means that as we stand before God’s people to proclaim his Word, we have done our homework. We have exegeted the passage, mined the significance of its words in their context, and applied sound hermeneutical principles in interpreting the text so that we understand what its words meant to its hearers. And it means that we have labored long until we can express in a sentence what the theme of the text is—so that our outline springs from the text. Then our preparation will be such that as we preach, we will not be preaching our own thoughts about God’s Word, but God’s actual Word, his logos. This is fundamental to pleasing him in preaching.

The second element in knowing God’s smile in preaching is ethos—what you are as a person. There is a danger endemic to preaching, which is having your hands and heart cauterized by holy things. Phillips Brooks illustrated it by the analogy of a train conductor who comes to believe that he has been to the places he announces because of his long and loud heralding of them. And that is why Brooks insisted that preaching must be “the bringing of truth through personality.” Though we can never perfectly embody the truth we preach, we must be subject to it, long for it, and make it as much a part of our ethos as possible. As the Puritan William Ames said, “Next to the Scriptures, nothing makes a sermon more to pierce, than when it comes out of the inward affection of the heart without any affectation.” When a preacher’s ethos backs up his logos, there will be the pleasure of God.

Last, there is pathos—personal passion and conviction. David Hume, the Scottish philosopher and skeptic, was once challenged as he was seen going to hear George Whitefield preach: “I thought you do not believe in the gospel.” Hume replied, “I don’t, but he does.” Just so! When a preacher believes what he preaches, there will be passion. And this belief and requisite passion will know the smile of God.

The pleasure of God is a matter of logos (the Word), ethos (what you are), and pathos (your passion). As you preach the Word may you experience his smile—the Holy Spirit in your sails!

R. Kent ­Hughes

Wheaton, Illinois
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Reading 1 Peter
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LIFE IS DIFFICULT. But this harsh truth has not always been understood by those following Jesus Christ. Many Christians today have trouble sorting out the complexity of their identity and calling in Christ. They were reared to believe that a Christian should only experience the joys of being one of God’s elect. They have been taught nothing of our exilic state. With three simple words in the opening of this letter, Peter gives us the biblical corrective—a profound clue for finding life’s true horizon. We are the “elect exiles of the dispersion” (1:1).

How did this phrase come to describe the true state of Christians in every age? “According to the foreknowledge of God the Father, in the sanctification of the Spirit, for obedience to Jesus Christ and for sprinkling with his blood” (1:2). Our soul rises in praise and falls in sorrow on the same afternoon “according to the foreknowledge of God the Father.” We are God’s beloved, and yet we are carried off into exile like Daniel of old “in the sanctification of the Spirit.” We remain on the outside of the world in which we live “for obedience to Jesus Christ.” And we are all these things as a fragrant offering in Christ’s “blood.” According to Peter, we owe our full identity as “elect exiles” to the mysterious plan of God.

Throughout the Scriptures, the way up comes by going down; restoration comes after trials (5:10). It is this inversion in attaining glory that marks Peter’s theme throughout this letter. Christians’ future inheritance and exaltation—our eternal share in the glory of Christ—will be awarded to us on the day of his appearing (1:13; 2:12; 4:13; 5:1, 4, 10). But that promised day only comes after this brief season of present-day sufferings. For suffering always precedes subsequent glories. As it was for God’s Son, so it will be for all of us who are in him.

This bringing together of two seemingly incompatible truths—our status in Christ and our sufferings on earth—is how Peter’s letter begins (1:1, 2). And in the body of the letter these incompatible ideas are continually joined to one another. In 1:3–12 we see that an eternal inheritance is linked to various trials. In other words, salvation’s future goal (vv. 3–5) is built upon the present trials (vv. 6–9) as well as the past glories (vv. 10–12).

Beginning with verse 13, Peter begins to establish answers to some pending questions. In light of these present trials, how are Christians supposed to bear witness to Christ’s glory? How are we to live in this wilderness world? Peter’s prescriptive answer centers on the Christian’s conduct (v. 15). The word translated “conduct” in this verse is used only twenty-four times in the entire New Testament. And yet nearly half of those come from Peter. He uses it eleven times (see 1:15, 17, 18; 2:12; 3:1, 2, 16; 2 Peter 2:7, 18; 3:11). In essence, Peter’s strategy for Christian conduct, rooted in a settled hope, comes from a focus on:

• Sanctification (1:13–21)

• A sincere love for others both in and out of the church (1:22—2:12)

• Submission to unjust leaders out of a love for Christ (2:13—3:7)

• A willingness to suffer (3:8—4:6), and

• Service to God’s new family (4:7—5:14)

These are the elements of Christian conduct.

Peter goes on to develop this theme of Christian identity and conduct in light of a settled hope. Reaching a turning point in 2:11, 12, we find a concise exhortation to live lives worthy of our unique calling. Examples of what this looks like abound (2:13, 18; 3:1). And in case Peter’s early readers have trouble grasping this gracious truth, he will go so far as to argue that Jesus Christ was the supreme example of this teaching (2:21–25). Aware of the high demands this will place upon his readers, Peter encourages them by setting forward the exilic-like wandering years of King David, the anointed one who suffered, in an effort to help them press on (3:9–17). Finally, in 3:18–22, he returns to Christ and grounds the irony of his divine logic in the demonstration of Christ’s ultimate vindication as proof of our future hope and present calling (4:19).

In these later chapters Peter continues to encourage his readers with the example of Christ overcoming extraordinary trials. He concludes by making an appeal to the elders specifically (5:1–5) and then to everyone more generally (5:6–14) to fulfill their unique callings in humility and grace. The divine principle of “true grace” (5:12) is this: God has established our salvation, given us our identity, confirmed our present-day calling, and secured our future inheritance by means of an inverted irony—namely, the death, resurrection, and ascension of Christ. Therefore, just as the exaltation of Jesus followed a season of humiliation, so too our share in his eternal glory will appear after we have learned to follow in his true and gracious ways.

 

Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, To those who are elect exiles of the dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia, according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, in the sanctification of the Spirit, for obedience to Jesus Christ and for sprinkling with his blood: May grace and peace be multiplied to you. 

1:1, 2





2

A Letter to Elect Exiles

1 PETER 1:1, 2
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IF YOU WERE TO WALK home with me from work, you would travel a few short blocks—down an alley, through an iron gate, and up seven or eight stairs to a landing. Then, with a turn of the key and a push of a door, you would find yourself in one of Chicago’s throwback, turn-of-the-century, southside six-flats, standing in my kitchen. Once the door was shut behind us (no small task given the number of shoes that seem to collect there), you would see me greet Lisa and the kids, and then, on a normal day, you would hear me ask, “Any good mail?”

Two things constitute a “good mail” day in the Helm household. First, good mail is that which comes from a friend or family member. No bills! And second, good mail means that the note was not only handwritten but written well. Well, although you didn’t walk home with me, you have nevertheless found your way to this book; you have come in through the door, so to speak, and have gotten yourself situated. And, yes, it is a very good mail day.

The Author

A letter has arrived, and it is from one of the members of God’s family. According to verse 1 it claims Peter, the great and gregarious follower of Jesus, as its author. It is signed “Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ.” Later on, as if to leave no doubt as to his identity, the writer confirms himself as Peter the Apostle by stating, “I exhort the elders among you, as a . . . witness of the sufferings of Christ” (5:1). So, from the opening words to the final chapter internal testimony supports the notion that the letter we are studying is from none other than Peter, a disciple of Jesus, an elder in the early church, an apostle, and a witness of the death and resurrection of Jesus.

Of course, there are, and forever will be, melancholy Eeyores standing around, many who are prepared to pour rain on a good mail day. When it comes to reading 1 Peter, learned detractors intrude into our kitchen and say, “Are you so sure, simpleminded pastor? Is the letter actually from the hand of Peter? After all, it might not be, you know. In fact, many of us don’t believe in the notion of Petrine authorship. For proof we make our appeal to your own criteria on what constitutes a good mail day. This letter is simply too well written to come from Peter the Apostle.”

So we arrive, even before we begin, at a contemporary charge against this piece of divine mail. There is nothing to be gained by hiding this from you. A veritable gaggle of scholars feel that the Greek used in this letter is too elevated for Peter—the vocabulary too rich and uncommon—the engaging rhetorical flow too far above the intellectual capacity of an uneducated first-century fisherman like Peter. Our very own Eeyores shake their heads from side to side as if to say, “I am so sorry to disappoint you, but this letter was written later in time. It comes from the hand of one well acquainted with the literary tools necessary for this kind of ascendant discourse.” To support their claim, they appeal to Acts 4 where Peter is referred to as an “uneducated [and] common” man.1

The effect, of course, is devastating. Our initial excitement over a good mail day begins falling to the ground like a balloon losing the air that once kept it afloat. Well, don’t be overly discouraged just yet. There is a great irony in the charge, and like a knife, it cuts both ways.


Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived that they were uneducated, common men, they were astonished. And they recognized that they had been with Jesus. (Acts 4:13)



The charge that Peter and John were “uneducated, common men” can certainly be perceived as a derogatory one. Yet, and this is important, these words were not used by the biblical scholars of Peter’s day to level a negative verdict on whether or not the man standing before them was actually Peter the Apostle. Rather, these precise terms were the only ones available to adequately express their astonished surprise at the superior ability and elevated style of this man, Peter. In other words, these men were amazed that one so ordinary could also be one so well-spoken.

Now, with that knowledge in place, the irony of the contemporary charge leveled against apostolic authorship for our letter is unmasked. If the terms uneducated and common were the ones employed by the elite of Peter’s day to support—not to deny—his person, then certainly the pundits of our day should be willing to consider that this same Peter could possess the ability to write well. In fact, if we are honest, all of us should be willing to admit that someone who is so well-spoken might also have the capability of becoming so well-written.

And what is it that makes good writing? Well, C. S. Lewis, in correspondence with a young American girl on June 26, 1956, wrote:


What really matters is:

Always try to use the language so as to make quite clear what you mean, and make sure your sentence couldn’t mean anything else.

Always prefer the plain direct word to the long vague one. Don’t “implement” promises, but “keep” them.

Never use abstract nouns when concrete ones will do. If you mean “more people died,” don’t say “mortality rose.”

Don’t use adjectives which merely tell us how you want us to feel about the thing you are describing. I mean, instead of telling us a thing was “terrible,” describe it in such a way that we’ll be terrified. Don’t say it was “delightful,” make us say “delightful” when we’ve read the description. You see, all those words, (horrifying, wonderful, hideous, exquisite) are only saying to your readers “please will you do my job for me.”

Don’t use words too big for the subject. Don’t say “infinitely” when you really mean “very”; otherwise you’ll have no word left when you want to talk about something really infinite.2



Isn’t that great? Good writing, after all, is clear, simple, and direct. It contains what Lewis called “concrete” nouns. As we make our way through this letter, we will see Peter put all of Lewis’s dictums into practice. This letter is good because it is clear, simple, direct.

The Audience

Peter doesn’t waste any time in utilizing concrete nouns to identify the ones to whom he is writing. In verse 1 he writes:


To those who are elect exiles of the dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia.



He uses three strong nouns to describe his audience: “elect exiles of the dispersion.” In time you will see that these three words function as floor joists to the book. They undergird and support everything Peter wants to say. Like flowers in a garden, the ideas and concepts hidden in these strong nouns will open in full bloom. In fact, one could argue that everything in 1 Peter flows from the force of these three simple words.

The Elect

The word translated “elect” simply means “chosen.” Throughout the Bible chosen is the intimate term most often used to speak of those whom God loves. To grasp the relational intimacy behind the term, consider the exalted picture Ezekiel paints when speaking of God’s electing choice of Israel:


And as for your birth, on the day you were born your cord was not cut, nor were you washed with water to cleanse you, nor rubbed with salt, nor wrapped in swaddling cloths. No eye pitied you, to do any of these things to you out of compassion for you, but you were cast out on the open field, for you were abhorred, on the day that you were born. And when I passed by you and saw you wallowing in your blood, I said to you in your blood, ‘Live!’ I said to you in your blood, ‘Live!’ I made you flourish like a plant of the field. And you grew up and became tall and arrived at full adornment. Your breasts were formed, and your hair had grown; yet you were naked and bare.

When I passed by you again and saw you, behold, you were at the age for love, and I spread the corner of my garment over you and covered your nakedness; I made my vow to you and entered into a covenant with you, declares the Lord GOD, and you became mine. Then I bathed you with water and washed off your blood from you and anointed you with oil. I clothed you also with embroidered cloth and shod you with fine leather. I wrapped you in fine linen and covered you with silk. And I adorned you with ornaments and put bracelets on your wrists and a chain on your neck. And I put a ring on your nose and earrings in your ears and a beautiful crown on your head. Thus you were adorned with gold and silver, and your clothing was of fine linen and silk and embroidered cloth. You ate fine flour and honey and oil. You grew exceedingly beautiful and advanced to royalty. And your renown went forth among the nations because of your beauty, for it was perfect through the splendor that I had bestowed on you, declares the Lord GOD. (16:4–14)



What a special picture describing God’s electing love! Israel became God’s chosen. They were his elect. Although born helpless and vulnerable, they were given life through God’s electing love. Do you see the comfort associated with this word elect? The term elect is meant to encourage the church. It is to remind the people of God of his great love. It is not a term to be waved in front of those who don’t yet know God.3 It should be used to bring comfort for those in the faith. Peter intended to assure his early dispersed readers of God’s steadfast love. And certainly they would have basked in the reassuring strength of the word.

Exiles of the Dispersion

We have already seen that the term elect, in all its grandeur, was given to the entire household of Israel. Unfortunately, history shows that Israel began to presume upon God’s good grace. As special objects of his love, they believed they would always know his goodness. Over time their familiarity with God worked against them. They felt that they were entitled to the good life even when their affections for God fell off. Presumptuous sin became the unfortunate companion of God’s elect. During the days of the kings, they turned away from God and forfeited the glory of his approval. As a result, the great nation was carried off into exile; they were dispersed by God. The term exiles of the dispersion was now, for the first time, joined to the term elect. In Shakespeare’s Henry VI we read of the tragedy of glory dispersed.

Glory is like a circle in the water,

Which never ceaseth to enlarge itself

Till by broad spreading it disperse to naught.

With Henry’s death the English circle ends;

Dispersed are the glories it included.4

Israel knew something of lost glory. They knew, all too well, that the term elect does at times stand beside the phrase exiles of the dispersion—beloved by God, yet seemingly left alone in the world. In this letter Peter does not hesitate to place these terms alongside one another to identify his readers. They are called the “elect exiles of the dispersion.” How strange. One would have thought that putting these words together would be like mixing oil with water. Yet for Peter, it is no trouble at all.

There is one major difference, however, in the way Peter uses the terms. As the letter unfolds, it will become clear to us that Peter believes that his readers are exiles of a different sort. Their exilic identity has nothing to do with ancient Israel’s sin—or their own. Their exilic state is not the result of disobedience to God. In fact, all the evidence in the letter demonstrates that they were living faithful and fruitful lives in obedience to Christ (1:2). For Peter then—and this is most important—the phrase “exiles of the dispersion” depicts the normative state of any follower of Jesus, so long as he or she remains in this world.5

In this sense Peter’s early readers were not very different from you and me. They were men and women who had come into a relationship with God through faith in Christ and as such remained on the outside of everything in this world. C. S. Lewis stated the normative condition of the Christian as elect exiles this way:


At present we are on the outside of the world, the wrong side of the door. We discern the freshness and purity of morning, but they do not make us fresh and pure. We cannot mingle with the splendors we see. But all of the leaves of the New Testament are rustling with the rumor that it will not always be so. Some day, God willing, we shall get in.6



So we have established this much: we have a lot in common with Peter’s first readers. In Christ we are God’s chosen, his elect in all the earth. And yet we are living our lives out in a complex and often confusing context. We are capable of waking up each morning in joyful praise and going to bed dejected in spirit.

Toni Morrison closes her gripping novel Sula with an emotional scene depicting both love and loss. Two women, Sula and Nel, had been friends. But now Sula has passed away, and Nel is forced to come to grips with her equal sense of loss and feeling alone in the world.


Suddenly Nel stopped. Her eye twitched and burned a little.

“Sula?” She whispered, gazing at the tops of trees.

“Sula?” Leaves stirred; mud shifted; there was the smell of overripe green things. A soft ball of fur broke and scattered like dandelion spores in the breeze . . . the loss pressed down on her chest and came up into her throat. “We was girls together,” she said as though explaining something.

“O Lord, Sula,” she cried, “girl, girl, girlgirlgirl.”

It was a fine cry—loud and long—but it had no bottom and it had no top, just circles and circles of sorrow.7



Who doesn’t know that wrenching sense of isolation and sorrow? In getting to know Peter’s audience, know this—they were men and women of faith who knew it too. They knew what it was to have “a fine cry—loud and long,” one without bottom or top, “just circles and circles of sorrow.”

An Opening Word of Encouragement

Many Christians today have trouble sorting out the complexity of their identity in Christ. They were reared to believe that a Christian should only experience the joys of being one of God’s elect. They have been taught nothing of our exilic state. With three simple words in the opening of this letter, Peter has given us the biblical corrective. We are “the elect exiles of the dispersion.”

How did this phrase come to describe the true state of Christians in every age? Peter tells us.


According to the foreknowledge of God the Father, in the sanctification of the Spirit, for obedience to Jesus Christ and for sprinkling with his blood. (v. 2)



Our soul rises in praise and falls in sorrow on the same afternoon “according to the foreknowledge of God the Father.” We became God’s beloved and yet are carried off into exile like Daniel of old “in the sanctification of the Spirit.” We remain on the outside of the world in which we live “for obedience to Jesus Christ.” And we are all these things as a fragrant offering in Christ’s blood.

According to Peter, we owe our full identity as elect exiles to the mysterious plan of God. It is no accident that the three concrete nouns Peter used to identify his readers in verse 1 are followed by three descriptive phrases explaining how this came to be. To ensure that his readers don’t misunderstand him, Peter plants his thoughts in the soil of a Trinitarian formula.

• “According to the foreknowledge of God the Father,

• in the sanctification of the Spirit,

• for obedience to Jesus Christ and for sprinkling with his blood.”

In the strongest way possible, Peter has told us: The Lord God, the Creator of the heavens and the earth, is behind all of this. The hidden counsel of the Eternal Trinity has planned for us to be known as his “elect exiles.” And he has done all of this through the sprinkling of the blood of Jesus. So take heart. Be encouraged. Christians are those who are chosen by God and called to live in this world. There is something in this letter for every Christian. This is a fine mail day. As you read on, Peter’s desire is that you would experience God’s grace and know his peace. In fact, verse 2 says that he wants them to be yours in abundance (“May grace and peace be multiplied to you”).

Dear Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, we thank you for this letter of 1 Peter. We thank you for clarifying our identity in this world. We praise you that you have called us for obedience to Jesus Christ. May his eternal glory be ever before us. May his season of earthly humiliation guide us. And may his vindication inspire us to press on through this wilderness world. It is in Jesus’ name that we pray. Amen.

 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! According to his great mercy, he has caused us to be born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, to an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, who by God’s power are being guarded through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time.

1:3–5
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Salvation’s Future Goal

1 PETER 1:3–5
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EARLY IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY there was a young Welsh boy by the name of Jones. In search of a better education, his parents sent him away to boarding school—far from home. Years later the boy, Martyn, would reflect on his experience:


I must add that I suffered at that time from a—sickness—which has remained with me all along life’s path—and that was hiraeth [the Welsh word for longing or homesickness].—Hiraeth is an awful thing, as also is the feeling of loneliness, of being destitute and unhappy which stem from it. It is difficult to define hiraeth, but to me it means the consciousness of [a person] being out of his home area and that which is dear to him.—My three years at [boarding school] were very unhappy and that was only because of this longing. I had bosom companions there—and I enjoyed the lessons . . . but! I remember as if it were yesterday sitting in [church on Sunday night when I had come home for the weekend] and suddenly being hit by the thought—“This time tomorrow night I shall be in my lodgings [at school]”—and all at once I would be down in the depths.1



Every Christian experiences something analogous to what Jones called hiraeth. In fact, hiraeth might be the perfect word to describe the spiritual constitution of Peter’s early readers. The metaphor in the opening verse that likened them to “elect exiles of the dispersion” gave us a hint of this very thing. For everyone unfamiliar with Old Testament history, the “elect exiles of the dispersion” were by nature a scattered and conflicted people. As God’s elect they wrestled with what it meant to be the object of his affections, yet seemingly abandoned to out-of-the-way places. As exiles they struggled with questions of cultural engagement—of what it meant to conduct themselves as God’s people living under an ungodly rule.

At this point in our study it is not beyond reach to surmise that Peter takes up his pen to take on questions brought on by hiraeth—“the consciousness of [a person] being out of his home area and that which is dear to him.”

Peter’s Introduction

In this light I simply love how Peter chooses to begin his letter.


Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! (v. 3a)



Significantly, before Peter does anything else, he rises to pronounce a blessing on God. Notice: he doesn’t immediately write about difficult circumstances—there will be time enough for that. Neither is he compelled to begin by telling them how to conduct themselves while living in an evil world—evidently there will be enough time for that later on as well. What he does is this: he calls upon his readers to make a decided and determined prayer of praise. We know this because Jewish prayers most often opened with the time-honored word blessed. In particular, “Blessed be God.”

Peter’s introductory prayer of praise sounds strikingly close to the ancient Hebrew prayer called Shemoneh ‘Esreh—The Eighteen Blessings. The Eighteen Blessings were recited three times each day in the synagogue, and each one ended with the refrain, “Blessed be Thou, O Lord.” Just imagine the words “Blessed be Thou, O Lord” cascading no fewer than fifty-four times a day from the house of God.

In our text Peter calls upon his early readers, wherever they may be, to stand and praise God—to bless God, as it were, with eighteen blessings. The subtle aim beneath Peter’s choice of opening words would not have been lost on his first readers. Peter knows that when their echoes of blessing are made in response to his call, their hearts and minds will be transported across the rugged terrain that separates them from their spiritual homeland. This word, “blessed,” alone has the strength to bring them in spirit to Jerusalem and to the temple. And thus with one phrase, even a single word, Peter gathers a distant and scattered people on his wings and in mutual prayer carries them all the way to the throne room of Heaven.

What an encouragement this introductory call must have been to Peter’s first readers. While they may have been tucked away in remote, out-of-the way places, they have now been reminded that with a decided and determined prayer they can stand in the presence of all that is dear to them. And so can you! When you bless God in Christ, you come home. You enter into his very presence. And as we see next, when weary followers of Jesus begin blessing and praising God, encouragement is sure to follow.

Words of Inspiration and Hope

Peter writes:


According to his great mercy, he has caused us to be born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead. (v. 3b)



This next sentence is meant to move the affections of the readers to ascendant heights. With the words “he has caused us to be born again to a living hope,” Peter soars high above all the difficult circumstances of life. It is as if by verse 3 Peter is flying at an altitude of 30,000 feet and is encouraging those of us yet stationed on the ground. He reminds us that our ability to arrive safely at God’s home is rooted in God’s mercy and is grounded in one great truth—we are “born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.”

The remedy for humanity’s hiraeth—the soul’s homesickness—is found only in the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. Jesus, the elect and chosen one of God who voluntarily left his home and descended to an exilic-like existence on this earth, has returned to Heaven. It is through his resurrection from the dead and his ascension into Heaven that we who go by his name have been “born again to a living hope.”

The idea of finding the cure for your spiritually homesick soul in the resurrection of Jesus from the dead may be an entirely new thought for you. You have felt the homesickness of soul that accompanies every person. You have sensed that you were born for a purpose but are not quite sure you will discover it in this world. Peter would urge you to consider Jesus and his resurrection. Could it be that he willingly bore the weight of your separation from your Father in Heaven, your hiraeth, on the cross? If so, hope abounds.

Do you see what Peter has done in these few short verses? He has moved his readers from the hiraeth of exile (v. 1) to the hope of an eternal inheritance (vv. 3, 4). And he has done so by the power of the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. In showing the activity of God in the past, he helped his early readers regain hope for the future.

An Eternal Inheritance

What is the “living hope” to which we have been “born again” going to look like? Verse 4 reads: “to an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you.”

Our hope consists of the “inheritance” that is being “kept” for us “in heaven.” Evidently Peter finds it difficult to find words that do justice in capturing the greatness of this future inheritance. In describing it, he can do no better than use three words that tell us what it is not.

• “imperishable”

• “undefiled”

• “unfading”

These three words are put forward by way of contrast, to help us get our minds around the magnitude of our inheritance. These words are not merely synonyms. Peter is not some long-winded preacher who has hit upon identical terms and piles them on top of one another for rhetorical effect. Rather, each word has a distinct meaning, and each is specially chosen. Further, each one comes with a nuanced purpose.

• “Imperishable” means “not able to be destroyed.”

• “Undefiled” means “not polluted.”

• “Unfading” means “not subject to decay.”

Such is Peter’s way of describing the Christian’s inheritance. He can’t tell us very much about what it will be like, but he helps us, nonetheless, by revealing what it is not like.

Imperishable

Given the apparent transience of the human condition and the seeming permanence of creation, it is good to be reminded that we shall outlive it all in a place that can never be destroyed. Robert Louis Stevenson’s poem “When the Stars Are Gone” states it well:

The stars shine over the mountains,

The stars shine over the sea,

The stars look up to the mighty God,

The stars look down on me;

The stars shall last for a million years,

A million years and a day,

But God and I will live and love

When the stars have passed away.2

Undefiled

From our vantage point it is hard to even imagine a world undefiled by sin. A world without locks or alarms. Cities where keys would be unnecessary, for theft is obsolete. A world where every woman sleeps without fear, every man is honorable, and every child is cherished. No jails. No need for police. No sin—none at all. When speaking of the next world, Peter says that it will be without stain or blemish. It will not be morally compromised or sinfully polluted. It will never be defiled. It will be unlike anything we have ever known!

This present world is fallen and defiled. Our hearts are corrupt and deceitful. Our hands are stained with the indelible ink of pride. We are all, to some degree, like Shakespeare’s Macbeth. In the classic midnight scene, murderous Lady Macbeth is found out by the doctor and woman in waiting. The two had been standing in the shadows in hopes of observing Lady Macbeth sleepwalking and talking in the pitch of night. And on the third night their hopes are realized. Lady Macbeth enters, and the woman in waiting whispers to the doctor:


Woman: Lo you! Here she comes. This is her very guise; and, upon my life, fast asleep. Observe her: stand close.

Doctor: You see, her eyes are open.

Woman: Ay, but their sense are shut.

Doctor: What is it she does now? Look, how she rubs her hands.

Woman: It is an accustom’d action with her, to seem thus washing her hands. I have known her continue in this a quarter of an hour.

Lady Macbeth: Yet here’s a spot.

Doctor: Hark! She speaks. I will set down what comes from her, to satisfy my remembrance the more strongly.

Lady Macbeth: Out, damned spot! Out, I say! . . . Hell is murky.—Fie, my Lord, fie! . . . who would have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him?

Doctor: Do you mark that?

Lady Macbeth: . . . What, will these hands ne’er be clean? . . . Here’s the smell of blood still: all the perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little hand. Oh! oh! oh! . . . Wash your hands, put on your nightgown; look not so pale—I tell you yet again, Banquo’s buried; he cannot come out on’s grave. . . . To bed, to bed: there’s knocking at the gate. Come, come, come, come, give me your hand. What’s done cannot be undone. To bed, to bed, to bed. [Exit]

Doctor: Will she now go to bed?

Woman: Directly.

Doctor: Foul whisp’rings are abroad. Unnatural deeds do breed unnatural troubles: infected minds to their deaf pillows will discharge their secrets.3



This is the defilement our world knows. We know it all too well. In an age of existentialism, French playwright Jean-Paul Sartre gave us another picture of this world’s moral and ethical pollution. In 1948 he came out with his play Dirty Hands. In this play, a man named Hugo emerges as an idealist—a man who refused to dirty his hands in political backroom deals. Hoederer, however, the antagonist, functions as the pragmatist. He would strike any kind of a deal if it would keep him at the center of influence. Not surprisingly, the two clashed over how to use power:


Hugo: For years you will have to cheat, trick, and maneuver; we’ll go from compromise to compromise. . . . We shall be contaminated, weakened, disoriented. . . . I beg you: don’t sacrifice it with your hands. . . .

Hoederer: But we have always told lies, just like any other party. . . . I’ll lie when I must.

Hugo: All means are not good. . . .

Hoederer: How you cling to your purity, young man! How afraid you are to soil your hands! All right, stay pure. . . . Do nothing. Remain motionless, arms at your sides, wearing kid gloves. Well, I have dirty hands. Right up to the elbows. I’ve plunged them in filth and blood.4



By the end, surprisingly, it will be the idealist, the pure-minded Hugo, who takes the life of Hoederer in cold-blooded murder. The point Sartre was making is unmistakable. We are all defiled, polluted. Every one of us is contaminated. No one is pure. No one is clean. The world is filled with people who have dirty hands.

In contrast, Peter tells us that our inheritance is unlike the world we live in. It is unlike the world we know. In the book of Revelation we get a glimpse as to why this is and how this can be so. In Revelation 5 John is shown a vision of our future home where no one is worthy to take the scrolls of God’s good plan for our inheritance and bring it to completion. So discouraging was this fact that John wept over humanity’s universal unworthiness. But then one does at last come forward. It is none other than Jesus, the Christ, the Lamb of God, who comes to the rescue of a polluted, defiled, and unworthy world. He alone is pure. His character alone is spotless and without blemish. Jesus, the undefiled! Through him alone are we able to enter into God’s presence and receive an inheritance as glorious as the one Peter calls “undefiled.”

Unfading

Peter next describes our inheritance as “unfading”—that which is not subject to fading or decay. Having come to middle age, I am learning that the human body fades. Presently mine is falling fast into a state of decay. Gravity is taking over. My skin is no longer taut. The inevitable descent toward the earth from which it came is noticeably underway.

In contrast, the inheritance toward which Christians are said to be moving is said to be “unfading.” It will never be subject to decay. What good news! When our own bodies, long since expired, are reunited with Christ on that final day, we will be made incorruptible forevermore, restored, new, complete. This is the inheritance that awaits all who are in Christ.

An Invincible Power

Peter closes his look into salvation’s future by assuring us that what God has promised rests secure.


 . . . who by God’s power are being guarded through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. (v. 5)



This inheritance is said to be “kept in heaven” for us even as we are being “guarded” through faith for a salvation that will be “revealed in the last time.” Doesn’t that just sound almost too wonderful? This great promise is being kept for us through God’s eternal power. And all of it will be revealed in its fullness on the day that Jesus returns!

Can you imagine the effect these words had upon Peter’s first readers? The dispersed and small Sunday gatherings of Christians in what is now modern-day northern Turkey and elsewhere were a spiritually tired lot. Through the preaching of the gospel they had come to know God’s favor. But for some time now they had found life difficult. They were filled with a sense that perhaps God had forgotten about them. They were in the throes of hiraeth. And knowing their discouragement, Peter writes of their future salvation. He fills them afresh with hope.

Within the first five verses he has set them on their feet and told them what they need to do. They need to rise up and bless God (v. 3). They need to pull again on the anchor of their living hope—namely, the resurrection of Jesus from the dead (v. 3). They need to be reminded that the inheritance they are going to receive is so extraordinary that there are not words to describe it (v. 4). Peter can only tell them that it will never be destroyed, it will never be polluted, it will never be subject to decay. Finally, Peter affirms that this great future is kept for us by the power of God. Nothing on earth can shake it loose from those who are in Christ (v. 5).

Our Heavenly Father, blessed is your name! The inheritance you have planned astounds us. Help us, even before we receive it in full, to live lives that are undefiled. It is in your Spirit and the power of the resurrection of Jesus from the dead that we place our hope. Amen.

 

In this you rejoice, though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been grieved by various trials, so that the tested genuineness of your faith—more precious than gold that perishes though it is tested by fire—may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ. Though you have not seen him, you love him. Though you do not now see him, you believe in him and rejoice with joy that is inexpressible and filled with glory, obtaining the outcome of your faith, the salvation of your souls.

1:6–9
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Salvation’s Present Trials

1 PETER 1:6–9

[image: Image]

THE CELEBRATED POET William Blake is buried in London’s famous Bunhill Cemetery. Close by are the graves of other luminaries such as John Bunyan, Susannah Wesley, John Owen, and Daniel Dafoe. A friend who was present with Blake on the day of his death wrote that he died


in a most glorious manner. . . . He said he was going to that country he had all his life wished to see & expressed himself happy hoping for salvation through Jesus Christ—Just before he died his countenance became fair—His eyes brighten’d and he burst out in singing of the things he saw in heaven.1



What an exalted exit from life’s stage. Imagine bursting forth in joyful song as the fullness of salvation approaches. For William Blake, the “living hope” described in Peter’s opening verses as “imperishable, undefiled, and unfading” on that day became his own enduring and unending inheritance.

Yet, in life Blake experienced difficulty as well. He was acquainted with more than the joyful prospect of an eternal inheritance. He had firsthand knowledge that the road to Heaven is marked out by earthly sorrow. It was Blake who penned:

Joy and woe are woven fine,

A clothing for the soul divine,

Under every grief and pine

Runs a joy with silken twine.

It is right it should be so;

Man was made for joy and woe;

And when this we rightly know,

Through the world we safely go.2

“Joy and woe are woven fine.” How true. And yet somehow suffering still catches us by surprise. That God’s elect, his chosen and beloved, should experience trials and the weight of exile is perplexing. In some measure, Peter is writing to remind us of this very thing. He now asks his readers to consider salvation’s future glory (1:3–5) in light of present-day adversity (1:6–9).

Therefore, the verses before us (6–9) lend balance to the Christian’s delightful anticipation of Heaven (vv. 3–5). We are reminded that the inheritance will not be won without enduring myriad difficulties first. To put it differently, after bursting forth in a joyful song on Heaven (vv. 3–6a), Peter now turns to compose a sonnet uniting woe to joy (vv. 6b–9). To use his exact vocabulary: “rejoice” is coupled to “grieved by various trials.” In full, verse 6 reads:


In this you rejoice, though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been grieved by various trials.



Various Trials

Getting a precise handle on what Peter means by “various trials” is important. After all, the entire letter is ensconced in this theme. Clarity on Peter’s intended use, however, has kept more than one commentator awake at night.3 And yet progress can be made. The word trials has a rich biblical history, and it can have an especially wide meaning. The phrase has more elasticity in it than one might at first expect.

Hebrews 3:7, 8

In the book of Hebrews we read:


Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts as in the rebellion, on the day of testing in the wilderness.



The writer of Hebrews is quoting from a time in Israel’s history when God’s people were without a home in the world. They were wanderers, sojourners—exiles if you will—people trying to make their way through the wilderness of life. As such, they were marked by a lack of position, power, and provision. They were without human protection and awoke every day to the reality that their life lacked permanence of any kind.

These are the kinds of trials Peter’s readers were experiencing as well. They knew a thing or two about being exiles—strangers, sojourners in a foreign land (1:1; 2:11). They were familiar with navigating life without position, power, or any sense of political permanence (2:13–17).

Luke 8:13

Luke uses the term trials with even greater particularity. In the Parable of the Sower, Jesus said:


And the ones on the rock are those who, when they hear the word, receive it with joy. But these have no root; they believe for a while, and in time of testing fall away.



Two observations help us get a sense of the word Peter is using in our text. First, like Peter, Luke uses it in close proximity to the word “joy.” In Luke’s Gospel, however, instead of joy and trials being united in the heart and mind of those who finish well, they are wedded in the soul of those who fall away. The initial joy of Christian faith abates in some and, sadly, is spoken of as being altogether lost when encountering life’s trials. What a warning! Enduring during trials is an important indicator of our true status in Christ. The second observation we can make from Luke’s use of the term, and more importantly for our understanding of Peter, is his connection between trials and verbal and physical persecution. In fact, in Matthew’s parallel telling of this parable, the term trial refers specifically to the kinds of tribulation or persecution that arise “on account of the word ” (13:21). Young followers find this kind of early verbal assault on their faith difficult to endure. As we work our way through 1 Peter, the same connection is going to be made. Peter gives examples of trials that refer to verbal and physical abuse on account of the Word (see 2:12, 18–20, 23; 3:16; 4:1–6 [esp. v. 4], 12–14).

Galatians 4:13, 14

A third use of the term trials in the New Testament can be found in Paul’s letter to the church at Galatia. There we read:


You know it was because of a bodily ailment that I preached the gospel to you at first, and though my condition was a trial to you, you did not scorn or despise me, but received me as an angel of God, as Christ Jesus.



Galatia was one of the geographic regions Paul covered on his first missionary journey, and it was while there that he was dragged out of the city, stoned, and left for dead. Paul survived the ordeal, but he was left bloodied, disfigured, and in great pain. Seeing him in that state proved to be a great trial for the saints.

In this instance, the term trial is used in reference to the angst suffered by those Christians whose loved ones are undergoing physical suffering and pain. This trial was also the lot of some of Peter’s readers (2:18–20).

Matthew 26:41

The final use we turn to for our purposes here is found in Matthew 26:41. At this point in the narrative, Jesus is in the Garden of Gethsemane, and the author of our letter, Peter, is with him. On this night, the intensity of the conflict between Jesus and the devil was so severe that elsewhere we are told that Jesus began to sweat blood (see Luke 22:44). Meanwhile, as Jesus battled against his own trials and temptations to flee from the cross, Peter and the others slept. Jesus awakened them and then said to Peter:


So, could you not watch with me one hour? Watch and pray that you may not enter into temptation. The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak. (Matthew 26:40, 41)



The word translated “temptation” is the same word Peter uses in the text before us. Various trials can refer to direct attacks from the evil one. Strikingly, later in Peter’s letter we will find him making use of this very imagery and language:


Be sober-minded; be watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour. Resist him, firm in your faith, knowing that the same kinds of suffering are being experienced by your brotherhood throughout the world. (5:8, 9)



So there you have it. Peter’s use of the words “various trials” matches exactly the wide-ranging use of the term elsewhere in the New Testament. As a result we can say a few things about what Peter means by “various trials.” He is not speaking here of a localized trial or a season of suffering. Rather, he means:

• There will be seasons in life when you will lack provision, power, position, protection, and a sense of permanence.

• At times you will become the recipient of verbal or physical persecutions that arise on account of the Word.

• This includes the pain experienced by those who have loved ones whose bodies appear to be wasting away before their very eyes.

• This includes the dark moments in life when we are asked to fend off the prowling attacks of Satan.

These difficulties may be temporal, occasional, and spasmodic (after all, 1:6 adds, “if necessary”), but in the end Peter wants his readers to know that for anyone who takes up with Jesus, trials of some size and stripe are inevitable. We must go through the waters of tribulation if we are to arrive at our rightful inheritance, for wandering and woe are the earthly lots of any who desire to enter into an eternal rest characterized by joy.

What Purpose Do Trials Serve?

Trials Prove the Genuineness of Our Faith

Hearing that Heaven’s joys are intertwined with earthly trials—and this by divine design—must have raised many questions in the minds of early followers of Jesus—questions like, “What function do trials serve?” or “What ultimate purposes will trials accomplish?” From our text it appears that Peter intends to provide an answer. No sooner does he connect joy to woe than he begins explaining the purpose of life’s trials.


 . . . so that the tested genuineness of your faith—more precious than gold that perishes though it is tested by fire—may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ. (1:7)



Trials come for testing, and testing, like putting gold into the fire, is meant to prove the genuineness of one’s faith. To put it differently, trials are the proving ground for our faith. Others in church history understood this well. It is to John Rippon, the pastor of the Metropolitan Tabernacle in London prior to Charles Haddon Spurgeon, that we owe the famous verse,

When through fiery trials thy pathway shall lie,

My grace, all sufficient, shall be thy supply:

The flame shall not hurt thee; I only design

Thy dross to consume and thy gold to refine.4

Rippon’s words sound as if they were birthed in the soil of Peter’s text: “your faith—more precious than gold that perishes though it is tested by fire.”

A picture from ancient Roman times shows the method by which grain was threshed. One man can be seen stirring up the sheaves, while another rides over them in a crude dray equipped with rollers instead of wheels. Attached to the rolling cylinders are sharp stones and rough bits of iron. As they grind over the recently tossed sheaves, the stones and iron help separate the husks from the grain. The simple cart was called a tribulum.

This agrarian piece of farm machinery is the object from which we get our word tribulation. Do you ever feel as if you are under the inescapable weight and force of the tribulum? If so, Peter wants to remind you that no thresher ever operated his tribulum for the purpose of tearing up his sheaves. The thresher’s intentions were far more elevated than that. The farmer only wanted to cull out the precious grain. And as it is with the ancient farmer, so it is with God.

Understanding that God’s purposes for us include various trials is important, for by them we are tempered. The extracts of this world are removed from us, and we are made fit for Heaven. A simple bar of iron ore, pulled from the earth, might be worth $5.00. However, that same bar, when made into horseshoes, would be worth $10.50. If the owner decided to make the bar into needles for sewing, it could be worth as much as $3,285. And if he turned it into springs for watches, its value could jump as high as $250,000. What made the difference? Simply the amount of heat by which the iron bar was tempered and honed.

What Peter is saying is that our faith is far more precious to God than a bar of iron. According to the text it is even more precious than gold! So be encouraged. You may find yourself on the anvil of suffering, but God is at work. He is testing the genuineness of your faith. And for him, that faith has eternal value.

The Importance of Our Response to Trials

Our willingness as Christians to endure earthly affliction says a lot about our trust in God. He is fashioning us into praiseworthy and honorable vessels for his glory. Malcolm Muggeridge, having come to Christ late in life, understood this well. His ability to embrace life’s woes was never put more succinctly than when he wrote:


I can say with complete truthfulness that everything I have ever learned in my seventy-five years in this world, everything that has truly enhanced and enlightened my existence, has been through affliction and not through happiness, whether pursued or attained. In other words, if it ever were to be possible to eliminate affliction from our earthly existence by means of some drug or other medical mumbo jumbo, as Aldous Huxley envisaged in Brave New World, the result would not be to make life delectable, but to make it too banal and trivial to be endurable. This, of course, is what the Cross signifies. And it is the Cross, more than anything else, that has called me inexorably to Christ.5



It was this same belief—that God is at work in the muck of life—that enabled Dietrich Bonhoeffer to write the final stanza of his poem “New Year 1945.” That day was a mere three months and nine days before he was executed by Hitler at the close of World War II:

Should it be ours to drink the cup of grieving

Even to the dregs of pain, at thy command,

We will not falter, thankfully receiving

All that is given by thy loving hand.6

The Temptation to Flee Trials

The responses of Muggeridge and Bonheoffer are only made possible by embracing Peter’s words as divine truth. For without a deep and abiding trust in God’s words, we will try to flee trials at all costs and will miss out on the very lessons God has for us.

In this respect I am reminded of the biblical character Joseph. Joseph knew what it was to be the elect one, the favored one. The many colors of his coat served as vivid reminders that God was good and had special plans for him. They appeared on his frame as if taken from the very palate of Heaven. Yet Joseph knew exile too. He was well-acquainted with various trials. He was sold into slavery and was without protection, position, or power.

Thomas Mann, in his masterpiece Joseph and his Brothers, captured with imaginative force what must have been Joseph’s very real temptation to escape suffering. Mann writes of Joseph’s journey toward Egypt after being sold to Ishmaelites:


He knew that he was taking . . . the same journey which he had covered [but now in reverse] to meet his brothers. He was going toward if also past his home. . . . Therefore, his heart beat so anxiously as temptation knocked. . . . Could it be, up there Jacob was sitting? How near lay the thought of flight. How the urge pulled and tugged at his limbs. How his thoughts worked in him. . . . The boy who had been ravished away was ravished anew by longings to be off. Up the orchard clad hills in the dark. On over heights and gullies eight miles and furlongs of ground. For more it probably was not. Joseph would easily find the right direction as he climbed on into the mountain land. Into Jacob’s arms to dry his fathers’ tears with the words, ‘Here I am!’

But did he carry all this out and flee? We know that he did not. . . . He put away temptation. Gave up the idea. Stopped where he was. His renunciation of the violent temptation came from a point of view quite peculiar to Joseph. Put into words, it was something like this: ‘How could I commit such a folly and sin against God’. In other words he had insight into the mad and sinful error that would lie in escape. The clear and intelligent perception that it would have been a clumsy blunder to try to destroy God’s plan through flight. For Joseph was penetrated by the certainty that he had not been snatched away to no purpose. That rather, the planning intelligence which had rent him away from the old and led him into the new had plans for him in one way or another. . . . To shrink from the affliction would have been a great sin and error. Escape would be distinctly evil. It would, “literally,” wish to be wiser than God, which according to Joseph’s shrewd insight was quite simply the height of folly.7



The world needs men and women like Joseph—followers of Jesus who refuse to take themselves out of harm’s way lest God’s work in them be left incomplete. Remember, God uses our sufferings to assist us in obtaining the outcome of our faith, namely, the salvation of our souls. For Peter, these present-day sufferings only heighten our awareness of the separation we feel from the presence of Jesus. Thus he concludes:


Though you have not seen him, you love him. Though you do not now see him, you believe in him and rejoice with joy that is inexpressible and filled with glory. (1:8, 9)



I like that. “Inexpressible” joy is said to be the handmaiden to the suffering Christian. Interestingly, when Peter closed his thoughts on Heaven in verse 5 he wrote, “in this you rejoice” (v. 6). But here when he finishes his thoughts on suffering, he says that our rejoicing is largely “inexpressible.” In other words, think about Heaven and you will have something to say. But while you endure various trials, know that the joy they produce in you will be a quiet sort, a nonverbal kind, an “inexpressible . . . joy.” The strange truth of the gospel is this: salvation’s future inheritance is gained during this season of present sufferings.

May joy rise in your heart, for various trials are producing within you the outcome of your faith, nothing less than the salvation of your soul.

Dear Lord, we desire to be found faithful until you are revealed from on high. Help us be a joyful people in the midst of our present sorrows and sufferings. We do love you. We do believe in you. And we long for the day when we shall both see you and dwell with you forevermore. Lord, have mercy. Amen.

 

Concerning this salvation, the prophets who prophesied about the grace that was to be yours searched and inquired carefully, inquiring what person or time the Spirit of Christ in them was indicating when he predicted the sufferings of Christ and the subsequent glories . It was revealed to them that they were serving not themselves but you, in the things that have now been announced to you through those who preached the good news to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven , things into which angels long to look.

1:10–12
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Salvation’s Past Glories

1 PETER 1:10–12

[image: Image]

IN 1925 T. S. ELIOT GAVE the world his poem “The Hollow Men.” In it he forces us to face down the angst and despair that so often accompanies human existence. The poem begins:

We are the hollow men

We are the stuffed men

Leaning together

Headpiece filled with straw. Alas!

Our dried voices, when

We whisper together

Are quiet and meaningless

As wind in dry grass.1

Eliot’s metaphor for humanity is especially haunting—“as wind in dry grass.” We are spoken of as being arid and hot; our voices are dried up, and we merely whisper. We are incapable of great usefulness, except perhaps in starting a fire. Eliot wants us to see ourselves as being without water—incapable of bringing refreshment, let alone life to anything. All of humanity is depicted as nothing more than “stuffed men/leaning together/headpiece filled with straw.” Like scarecrows we are hollow men without life or hope or connection to the source of blessing.

Where We Are in the Letter

Eliot’s image is a good one to describe Peter’s readers before they ever heard gospel preaching that filled their lives with good news. After all, before coming to know faith in Christ their circumstances were as dry as their souls. By and large they were a people who lived far off the beaten path. Together they shared the unhappy distinction of being dispersed in arid and out-of-the-way places. For the most part, his readers spent their lives away from the refreshing centers of culture.

Spiritually they had been dry too. Souls parched. Longing for life. But then, through Peter or someone else, we simply are not told, they got wind of the source of all life. They heard about Jesus and the gospel. And as their faith attests, they drank deeply. They were born again. They had gone from being hollow men to holy saints—“born again to a living hope” and an eternal “inheritance” (1:3, 4).

In coming to Christ, they exchanged Eliot’s lines for the verse of another poet—one named Isaiah. First Peter 1:23–25 reads:


 . . . since you have been born again, not of perishable seed but of imperishable, through the living and abiding word of God; for



“All flesh is like grass

 and all its glory like the flower of the grass.

The grass withers,

 and the flower falls,

 but the word of the Lord remains forever.”

And this word is the good news that was preached to you.

These are the words of the poetic prophet at his best. For they remind us that it is the word of the Lord that makes all the difference in this world of hollow men. No longer were these first-century men and women like wind in dry grass. Instead they were new creatures. Waters flowed from within. They flourished as plants growing in God’s eternal kingdom.

And yet by the time Peter picked up his pen to write, it appears that sagebrush of the soul had swept through their towns. Their rising life in Christ had been eclipsed with difficulties. Trials had been their lot. Some were despairing. Most were feeling as if they had lost their way in the world. Collectively, the elect of God were again succumbing to exilic hiraeth—the longings and homesickness brought on by feeling out of sorts and away from all that was dear to them. Simply put, they were discouraged.

And so Peter writes to them. In part we have asserted that he writes to shore up distant and sparsely populated groups of believers who were trying to faithfully live out the conflicted and fragile existence we call the Christian life. I don’t know where you would have begun with these elect exiles, but it appears that Peter was given divine insight on what would be most helpful. With his introduction to the letter, Peter encouraged them with an exhortation on salvation’s fullness:

• 1:3–5: Salvation’s Future Reward (see v. 5—“a salvation ready to be revealed at the last time”)

• 1:6–9: Salvation’s Present Adversity (see v. 9—a salvation only won by present trials)

• 1:10–12: Salvation’s Past Glories (see v. 12—a salvation with a rich prophetic past)

Peter stood his readers on their feet by pronouncing a blessing on God. Next he poured the refreshing waters of “a living hope” (v. 3) over them. And then he carried them heavenward by speaking of a future “inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading” (v. 4). Certainly there are present trials of various kinds, but even these produce joy and warm the hearts of his readers as they consider the outcome of their faith—namely, “the salvation of [their] souls” (v. 9).

In the verses before us now (1:10–12), Peter will bring his introduction to a cascading close. He will unfurl three truths from salvation’s past in hopes of stirring their souls to restored gratitude toward God. And in the end he is making them ready to press on in the ongoing work of gracious gospel living (1:13ff.).

Encouragement from the Prophets (vv. 10, 11)

To see the force of the final verses of Peter’s dramatic introduction, consider verse 10:


Concerning this salvation, the prophets who prophesied about the grace that was to be yours searched and inquired carefully.



For the first time, Peter formally introduces us to past Hebrew prophets. He writes of “prophets who prophesied.” The prophets were some of Israel’s ancient officeholders, beginning with Moses. The institution of the prophetic office can be found in Deuteronomy 18. At that point in the narrative of God’s grace, the writer is recounting the period when God’s people reached Mt. Sinai after the exodus from Egypt. Initially God spoke to them in the hearing of all the people. But the people were afraid of God’s voice, and they asked if God would speak to them through the voice of Moses instead. God condescended to their request and in doing so instituted the prophetic office.

All of Israel’s prophets, from Moses onward, stood in the presence of God in order to receive God’s word and then spoke that word in the presence of all the people. What Peter is telling his readers in the verse before us is that the prophets’ best days were spent searching out salvation’s fulfillment. They were men who studied long and hard. They pored over God’s word as he was giving it to them. And what were they inquiring about in particular? Peter tells us in verse 11. They were searching


carefully, inquiring what person or time the Spirit of Christ in them was indicating when he predicted the sufferings of Christ and the subsequent glories.



In essence, these words show us that the prophets were given a particular insight into salvation’s mystery—that the Christ would be a suffering Christ—and that only after suffering would he be given “subsequent” glories. For the typical first-century religious Jew, this thought was simply unacceptable. They wanted a Christ of glory. They had no time for a Messiah given over to suffering. Yet Peter’s early readers had been saved by just such a gospel. For the discouraged believer in Peter’s audience, this reminder would have been greatly encouraging. The life they were living, filled as it was with trials and difficulties, mirrored the life of the Messiah, in whom they had put their trust.

The encouragement Peter has already given them would only continue to swell as they read the opening line of verse 12:


It was revealed to them that they were serving not themselves but you.



These words did more for Peter’s early readers than we can possibly imagine. Upon hearing them for the first time in church on Sunday, we can envision someone interrupting the reading with, “Wait. Stop for a minute. Would you please read that last line over again? Did he say that the prophets knew that they were not serving their own generation but ours? Did he imply that they were aware that God had put them to work on our behalf?”

As the reader for that day would have recited it over again, the hearts of those collectively gathered would raise up in praise to God. Any earlier signs of self-pity were left behind. Any thoughts that God didn’t care about them or that they had never been a part of anything great were now quieted. For Peter had shown them that the prophets were the true outsiders, not themselves. The prophets of the past were the ones kept from seeing salvation’s fullness. The prophets had been relegated to serving God by serving a distant generation rather than their own. In fact, for the most part the prophets outdid them all in having to endure rejection and loss.

In addition, every early reader of Peter also would have recognized that the prophets had a far rougher go of it in life than they did. Anyone who had ever read the ancient prophetic writings knew that this careful inquiry into and searching out the sufferings of Christ was brutal and exhausting work. We get a hint of how draining the prophetic work was through the words of Daniel. Of the sufferings he had to behold he writes:


My spirit within me was anxious, and the visions of my head alarmed me. (Daniel 7:15)

And I, Daniel, was overcome and lay sick for some days. Then I rose and went about the king’s business, but I was appalled by the vision and did not understand it. (8:27)

When he had spoken to me according to these words, I turned my face toward the ground and was mute. And behold, one in the likeness of the children of man touched my lips. Then I opened my mouth and spoke. I said to him who stood before me, “O my lord, by reason of the vision pains have come upon me, and I retain no strength. How can my lord’s servant talk with my lord? For now no strength remains in me, and no breadth is left in me.” (10:15–17)



Such is the reward of the prophet. They were largely rejected in their own day. They served another time. They couldn’t understand salvation as clearly as they desired. And they were often physically impaired due to the nature of their work.

Peter’s first readers would have been deeply humbled by this fresh consideration of salvation’s past glories. The extent that God went to in securing their salvation was borne with a cost, not only to himself, not only to his Son—it cost the prophets as well.

It should humble us too. We know nothing of this kind of suffering. There is a vivid picture in contemporary literature that sympathizes with the idea of having to see Christ’s sufferings. Marilynne Robinson’s penetrating novel Gilead tells the story of a young boy who learns about life from letters his father had written to him while he was dying. The boy’s father recounts an incident from his own childhood that involved his preaching grandfather:


My grandfather told me once about a vision he’d had. . . . He had fallen asleep by the fire, worn out from a day helping his father pull stumps. Someone touched him on the shoulder, and when he looked up, there was the Lord, holding out His arms to him, which were bound in chains. My grandfather said, “Those irons had rankled right down to His bones.” He told me that as the saddest fact, and eyed me with the one seraph eye he had, the old grief fresh in it. . . . When I spoke to my father about the vision he had described to me, my father just nodded and said, “It was the times.” He himself never claimed any such experience, and he seemed to want to assure me I need not fear that the Lord would come to me with His sorrows. And I took comfort in the assurance.2



At this point we might rightly ask, what enabled God’s prophets to go on? Verse 11 in our text reveals the answer. It was “the Spirit of Christ in them.”

This phrase is an especially beautiful and comforting one. In Greek mythology, Aeolius was the wind god who purportedly lived on a floating island with six sons and six daughters. Homer writes of Aeolius in The Odyssey.3 The wind god summoned the breezes to help Odysseus on his way. From this myth we have a musical instrument called the aeolian harp. It is not played by human touch. Instead, the wind blows through taut strings that have been intricately strung over a sounding board. Something very much like this must have been at work in the prophets. It was “the Spirit of Christ in them” who kept them going.

In the verse before us, Christ himself is depicted as wind blowing gently through the prophets as they told about the coming Christ. It was the Spirit of Christ who enabled the prophets to pore over their own sermons and visions. It was Christ in them who kept them reading the scrolls of other prophets who had gone before.

In one sense you could say that in this first chapter Peter has moved his readers from Eliot’s wind as through dry grass to the Word and the Spirit’s breadth, and then to Christ who brings life to all. What an encouraging word. Imagine, the prophets were put to work by God for you!

Encouragement from Past Preachers

In Peter’s attempt to refresh the beleaguered saints, he adds an additional word of encouragement beyond the role of the prophets. He writes of past preachers. Verse 12 reads:


It was revealed to them that they were serving not themselves but you, in the things that have now been announced to you through those who preached the good news to you by the power of the Holy Spirit sent from heaven. . . .



Did you catch how Peter builds upon the prophets? He introduces for the first time those who preached the gospel to his early readers. He wants them to know that God sent more than Spirit-filled prophets to them. He sent preachers too. Never again could these churches wander off into dejection without having the Word of God in their midst to shore them up during difficult days. God had sent prophets to them. God sent preachers too. Beyond a shadow of a doubt, Peter is proving God’s love for them.

Encouragement from the Angelic Host

Because he cannot contain himself, Peter throws a third encouraging word to his readers about salvation’s past glories. Not only did God put prophets and preachers to work for them, but he did so with a message so great that it had the angelic host standing at rapt attention as they watched it unfold. These are three encouraging truths.

• Prophets labored their entire lives to present the true gospel to us.

• Preachers have traveled around the globe to ensure that it has gained a hearing before us.

• Angels would like nothing better than to gaze into what God has done for us.

“Surprise!” says Peter. “This is how much God cares for you.” I can almost hear the shouts of joy rolling across the rugged topography of Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia. This is amazing love. Ancient prophets, itinerant preachers, and exalted angels have for ages stood in service to this salvation that has come to us! The fullness of your salvation has been the joyful business of God’s servants over the centuries.

Knowing this, I hope you have a surge of spiritual fortitude to remain faithful wherever God has placed you. Hearts were made to rise in worship. And looking ahead, our minds are to be made ready for action.

Our Heavenly Father, these words have brought us much needed encouragement. We are amazed at the majestic history of our salvation. We thank you today for prophets and preachers of old, and we thrill at the notion of the faithful service of your heavenly host. May we live in this present day with full recognition of the past. And may we forever be cured from the sin of self-pity as a result. In Jesus’ name, amen.

 

Therefore, preparing your minds for action, and being sober-minded, set your hope fully on the grace that will be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ. As obedient children, do not be conformed to the passions of your former ignorance, but as he who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct, since it is written, “You shall be holy, for I am holy.” And if you call on him as Father who judges impartially according to each one’s deeds, conduct yourselves with fear throughout the time of your exile, knowing that you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your forefathers, not with perishable things such as silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without blemish or spot. He was foreknown before the foundation of the world but was made manifest in the last times for your sake, who through him are believers in God, who raised him from the dead and gave him glory, so that your faith and hope are in God.

1:13–21
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