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1. GRACE REQUIRED IN AN UNGRACIOUS MAN


[image: ]




It’s unlikely that you have ever received a letter without your first question being, “Who is it from?” It should be the same when we begin to read the letters in the New Testament of our Bibles. We really ought to know who the penman is behind the writing. We know, of course, that it has come from God, but behind each one is a man whom God shaped for the purpose. Peter, who has been called ‘the big fisherman,’ was an unlikely candidate for letter writing. If he had been told, while hauling in his nets, that he would write letters some day, he probably would have said, “In your dreams!” 

As we start to think of him, we need to link him with others who were given the same privilege. Paul’s letters, for instance, cause us to realise the kind of company that Peter knew he was in, yet there’s no hiding that he had the advantage of walking with the Lord throughout the days of His ministry, of being at Calvary to see the way his Saviour died, and of meeting Him in resurrection. Paul missed all that, but was compensated in other ways during the three years following his conversion, as we read in Galatians 1:11-18. 

Tracing the grace of God in Peter’s first letter is like seeing the glory of God in Romans and the greatness of God in Hebrews, but this doesn’t suggest at all that these other letters don’t have what Peter has in his. When we think of the glory of God in Romans, we are very much aware that His glory is associated with His greatness and grace. Likewise, when we step into Hebrews to consider the greatness of God, we soon realise that it expresses His glory and grace; and now, as we focus on the grace of God in Peter’s five chapters, we become just as conscious that it is seen in His glory and greatness. Taking these altogether, we rejoice that each one is expressed in Christ, and this is the beauty of studying them.

It was vital before Peter dipped his pen into the ink that God would reveal much to him as he drank deeply from the wells of salvation. God was about to use him to speak to others, so firstly He must speak to him. Let’s not deceive ourselves; we will never be able to speak to others about our Lord Jesus Christ unless the Spirit of God has fulfilled His ministry by speaking first to us about Him. As Peter took up his pen and thought of how far-flung his readers were, he must have felt it strange for a man who hardly knew the outside of a boat, yet this was the plan God had in mind when he called him. When the Saviour paused on the beach to call him and Andrew from the fishing boat (1), he had no idea of what lay ahead. Their stepping out reflected Abram’s faith and obedience as he “went out, not knowing where he was going” (2); and “the Lord of glory” (3) appeared to them just as “the God of glory” (4) appeared to him. 

Peter was probably within earshot when Jesus told the Pharisees, “Your father Abraham rejoiced to see My day, and he saw it and was glad” (5). What a contrast, that they saw Him up close and rejected Him! Abraham was unusual for he knew more about predestination than he knew about destination. Years later, it was very different for Ruth as she left Moab. She knew that she was going to Bethlehem, but had no idea that she was destined for Matthew 1:5 to be a vital link in the royal line that led to the Lord Jesus. She was the opposite of Abraham for she knew about her destination, but didn’t have the slightest clue about predestination.

As for Peter, God in His wisdom had a plan for him, which included writing two letters that would find their way into His written Word to sit side by side, and in absolute agreement, with the writings of Paul; but before we read any more from his letter we need to explore the first word:

Peter

PAUL AND PETER HAD a major disagreement, yet two points should be clarified right away.  Yes, they had a dispute, of which Paul wrote, “I withstood him to his face” (6). No, it didn’t mean that this led to a divergence in their beliefs and teaching. These two men had been at loggerheads with each other, and there was good reason why they had stood toe to toe, face to face, and eye to eye, for Paul recognised that Peter had compromised himself before God and before Gentile believers. 

Peter had heard that men were coming from James, and he panicked. He took fright, because he had been saying things among the Gentiles that he shouldn’t have said. It wasn’t simply that he was eating with them, he had made adjustments to the gospel for them, but when he heard these men were coming he “withdrew and separated himself” (7). He put them out of sight and distanced himself from them, as if they never existed. In his mind, they were gone. He had shunned them and completely shut them out, so that he excluded and no longer countenanced them.

He had gone into reverse mode, which Paul called “hypocrisy” (8) and “withstood him to his face” (9) for the problem was doctrinal and serious. Peter’s compromise had misrepresented the truth of the gospel and was so influential that it misled Barnabas. Paul wouldn’t tolerate this and confronted Peter in a way that could be translated as “he opposed him and faced him down.” Weakness would have stepped back, but with appropriate spiritual strength Paul stepped up to the challenge. It may sound as though Paul was being ungracious, yet it’s even more direct in the Greek language, which says, “kata prosōpon” – he faced him down. Yes, he was gracious enough to tell his brother that he was a hypocrite, which was hardly the qualification for a man of God, an apostle, for a disciple or a writer.

Their dispute didn’t last, for both of them knew that they had such an affinity with each other that caused them to be mightily used of God, since they knew that the Spirit of God was at work in each other’s ministry, resulting in an overlap in what they taught. These dear men were not out of synchrony. An indication of harmony in what they communicated is seen in Galatians 2:8, where Paul summed up the harmony of their commission by saying, “For He who worked effectively in Peter for the apostleship to the circumcised also worked effectively in me toward the Gentiles.” This is a tremendous acknowledgement from Paul and it confirms:


	
Harmony of calling - Their call from God as apostles 

	
Harmony in commission - Their ministry was according to the mind of the Holy Spirit 

	
Harmony in communication - Their teaching corresponded 



Peter reciprocated Paul’s genuine, and generous, acknowledgement of his ministry by adding, “consider that the longsuffering of our Lord is salvation—as also our beloved brother Paul, according to the wisdom given to him, has written to you, as also in all his epistles, speaking in them of these things, in which are some things hard to understand, which untaught and unstable people twist to their own destruction, as they do also the rest of the Scriptures” (10). If there had been any lingering doubt or discomfort in Peter’s mind, he could easily have re-phrased this to ‘your beloved brother Paul,’ and not everyone would have noticed his evasion. Instead, he thought of the brother who faced him down, looked him in the eye and told him that he was a hypocrite, and called him “beloved.” That took grace!

Perhaps we should pause here to listen to Peter the fisherman talking about the “Hebrew of the Hebrews” (11) and learn how God takes up servants from different backgrounds and ability to produce their mutual regard for one another. John and Peter shared the same upbringing and occupation in Galilee and were described as “uneducated and untrained,” (12) which meant their schooling wasn’t from rabbis and that they were mere layman whose confidence and plain speaking came from being in Jesus’ company. Peter thought highly of Paul’s delight and reasoning in the Old Testament Scriptures, but Peter must have done this too. Would God not have us assume that, since Simon was the one to whom Andrew made a beeline when he “found the Messiah,” (13) that he was among those who were “waiting for the Consolation of Israel” (14)?

At the time of his calling, Simon may have been less academic than Saul of Tarsus, but more devout. In his on-going devotion, he had an appreciation of divine things revealed through Paul that were “hard to understand,” things that others would twist. He knew there were twisters around, and so did other writers like Paul, John, James and Jude (15). Even so, it’s not only that he ascribes high regard for Paul’s spiritual ability. He goes much farther by recognising that Paul’s writings form part of Scripture, which is clearly implied in his condemnation of those who perverted his reasoning – Gr. hōs kai tas loipas graphas – “as they do also the rest of the Scriptures” (16). What a marvellous acknowledgement that Paul’s letters are equated with the other Scriptures! 

Some readers may be inclined to respond to him by saying, ‘Hold on Peter, do you know what you are saying?’ and his reply would be, ‘Yes, of course I know! He is my “beloved brother” and I am speaking of “all his epistles.” I love the man, I laud his ministry; and, above all, I have learned that his letters are part of the sacred Scriptures.’ In saying, “as they do also the rest of the Scriptures,” he linked them with other Old Testament writings as the revealed Word of God. How well he knew that what others twisted and bent out of shape was nothing less than the inspired Word of God. 

Earlier, in 2 Peter 1:20-21, Peter confirmed that “no prophecy of Scripture is of any private interpretation, for prophecy never came by the will of man, but men of God spoke as they were moved by the Holy Spirit.” This was his way of re-wording and expanding Paul’s statement that “All Scripture is given by inspiration of God” (17) – Gr. theopneustos – meaning it is “breathed out by God” (17), thus acknowledging that Paul’s letters are part of God’s inspired and inerrant Word. 

Wherever each New Testament letter went, to an individual church or groups of churches, it was shared with believers, and we might well ask, ‘How did they take it in the first time they heard it?’ It’s much easier to conclude that these early Christians must have gathered many times to search out the teaching that God the Inspirer wanted them to enjoy. What a vital example for us: for if present-day believers are so busy that they have no time to fit in regular teaching of God’s Word, then the truth is they are too busy; and their churches are dying, even if they also are busy! We need to beware of the Sardis syndrome: reputed to be lively, but dead (18).

As Peter thought on all that Paul had written, he must have had the longing that the grace of God would do the same through him; that he also would be so beloved that the Inspirer would breathe out His Word through him. It’s not that Paul and Peter wrote words and God breathed into them. He breathed out the words, and Peter’s concern was that men were twisting God’s out-breathed Word. 

Sadly, what they did with the Old Testament, others do with the New. There is no end of theories that contradict sound theology and they come from twisters who by nature oppose the straightness of His truth. When God used the Hebrew word torah to describe His Old Testament law, He had its root meaning from the word yarah in mind, and nothing could be straighter for it depicts an archer shooting an arrow. He sends it on its course toward its target by the corresponding straightness of the Holy Spirit’s work, while twisted minds attempt to deflect it by twisting what it means. Peter’s earlier inconsistent behaviour didn’t lead to his being numbered with untaught and unstable twisters, but Paul was used by God to correct him after he had been guilty of misapplying the gospel and misleading his Gentile hearers. 

How thankful we can be that God spoke so openly about disagreements between His workers and didn’t ignore them or sweep them under the carpet. Differences of opinion aren’t hard to find in the Bible, but it’s wonderful to see how He helped divided minds get back together again, whether it happened in the Old Testament or in the New. Our minds go back to a much earlier dispute between Moses and Aaron. There’s a great lesson in how Moses handled the problem in Deuteronomy chapter 9, especially when he came to verse 20, where he said, “so I prayed for Aaron also at the same time.” What a great attitude!

God’s openness about all these matters shows that He provides the way to put things right. It’s not wrong to disagree, but reaching agreement has to be done His way. I started off by talking about Moses and Aaron, and I’ll finish by going back to another example of Moses’ ability to help him. It’s in Leviticus 10 and, once again, he was really concerned about a mistake Aaron had made. The good thing is, that having shown him how troubled he was about it, he then let him explain himself, and the chapter ends by saying, “So when Moses heard that, he was content” (19). It was a great way to round off a disagreement about how the Lord should be served, and our prayer is that what we have been talking about with you will end in exactly the same way.

In Psalm 45, David wrote, “My tongue is the pen of a ready writer.” Peter could talk, and we will think later of how saying the wrong things landed him in trouble. He was a talker. There were men in the Old Testament called Amorites, and the word  ̉amar includes the thought that they were talkers. When David thought about the ministry of the Holy Spirit through him he said, “The Spirit of the LORD spoke by me, and His word was on my tongue” (20). This is where Peter wanted to be, if he ever was going to be among God’s writers, and he could have said, “For there is not a word on my tongue, but behold, O LORD, You know it altogether” (21). There were things that he had said to the Lord Jesus Christ that were wrong.

We are thinking of grace that was required by an ungracious man for that’s what Peter was. It’s also what we were and, to some extent, still are. We are perfectly capable of saying something out of place. As we read through the five chapters of this letter, we will discover that this man is in harmony, not only with Paul but also with the Inspirer. He is moved by the Inspirer and assures us that no prophecy of scripture is “of private interpretation, for ... men of God spoke as they were moved by the Holy Spirit.”

Paul had summed this up in a word – theopneustos – but the fisherman’s mind wanted to know the practical outworking of its meaning. No one else in the Bible ever used Paul’s word, so perhaps it was an academic’s appreciation, whereas Peter wanted to describe how the word worked by telling us that “men of God spoke as they were moved by the Holy Spirit.” They were carried along by His divine presence and power. That is, they were carried by the Holy Spirit from where they were to where God wanted them to be, since they were incapable of carrying themselves. 

Let’s ask ourselves if we are living in the enjoyment of being carried along by the Holy Spirit. We are not going to be inspired, but we have the inspired Word to share and we need to be carried along by Him. There are wrong ways to handle the Word of God. We can speak ungraciously (22). We can speak unadvisedly (23). We also can speak wickedly for God (24) by misrepresenting what He says and means. We should mean what we say by saying what He means, and not resort to false notions to support what we think He means! We can defend things we think we see in the Word that are not there at all, and end up speaking ungraciously, unadvisedly, and unrighteously for God.

As Peter began his letter, he was waiting for the Inspirer to breathe out His spoken Word as He had done with Paul. All we need to do is step into the first chapter and we will think we are in Romans 8. Note how he showed this in the way his first chapter mirrors it by emphasising its well-constructed gospel themes. Listen to him and trace the similarity as he echoes the great truths of:


	v.2 election and foreknowledge - Romans 8:29

	v.3 hope - Romans 8:24

	v.3 resurrection - Romans 8:11

	v.4 inheritance - Romans 8:17

	v.5, 9 predestination - Romans 8:29-30

	v.7 glorification - Romans 8:30

	v.15 called - Romans 8:30



All these are included in his masterly introduction and present a wonderfully coinciding overlap with all Paul has shared, and we catch the distinct sense that Peter has much more to develop. As his letter progressed, he introduced other aspects of truth that correspond with Paul’s teaching in his letters. For example:


	Chapter 1: Salvation 

	Chapter 2: Service – the house of God, and priestly service

	Chapter 3: Submission – compassion, and sanctification

	Chapter 4: Supply – its glory, its grace, its gifts

	Chapter 5: Shepherding – the Elderhood, and the little flock 



How good it is for us to see that the man, who on some occasions had been so out of step, by the time he dipped his pen in the inkwell was ready to open with the first word, “Peter.” It’s such a contrast from our habit of signing letters with our name as the last word. Paul adopted the same practice as Peter. In fact, in 2 Corinthians 10:1, Paul triples the reference to himself by saying, “Now I, Paul, myself.” Was this the promotion of self? No, these were gracious men. The God of glory who worked through Paul in his letter to the Romans is the God of grace who worked through Peter as he wrote to Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia. By His help, we will see more evidence of this as we continue.

(1) Mk.1:16,17 (2) Heb.11:8 (3) 1 Cor.2:8 (4) Gen.12:1; Acts 7:2 (5) Jn 8:56 (6) Gal.2:11 (7) Gal.2:12 (8) Gal.2:13 (9) Gal.2:11 (10) 2 Pet.3:15,16 (11) Phil.3:5 (12) Acts 4:13 (13) Jn 1:41,42 (14) Lk.2:25 (15) 1 Cor.11:19; 2 Cor.11:26; Gal.2:4; 1 Jn 4:1; Jas.1:26; Jude v.4 (16) 2 Pet.3:16 (17) 2 Tim.3:16, ESV (18) Rev.3:1 (19) Lev.10:20 (20) 2 Sam.23:2 (21) Ps.139:4 (22) Col.4:6 (23) Ps.106:33 (24) Job 13:7



1 Peter 1:1 & Luke 22:31,32


“Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, to the pilgrims of the Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia ...” (1 Pet.1:1).



“And the Lord said, Simon, Simon! Indeed, Satan asked for you, that he may sift you as wheat. But I have prayed for you, that your faith should not fail; and when you have returned to Me, strengthen your brethren” (Lk.22:31,32).
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2. GRACE RESTORED IN HIS MISTAKES
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Many thoughts probably went through Peter’s mind as, in the wisdom of God, he began his letter by writing his name to introduce himself to those who may never have met him in their far-off new homeland now known as Turkey, far from where he had grown up in Galilee. We have thought of the grace that was required by an ungracious man, and can imagine his mixed feelings as he joyfully began to represent the Inspirer while sadly recalling how he disappointed his Saviour. As we consider the ups and downs of his life that lie between the lines of the opening verse, we can only begin to gauge what it meant to him when God asked him to write, like Paul, as an ambassador on “Christ’s behalf” (1).

Thirty years had passed before the Lord Jesus Christ had gone from Bethlehem, the house of bread, via Egypt to Nazareth (2), then on to Bethsaida, the house of fishing, the birthplace of Simon and Andrew.  Walking on the beach near Capernaum where they were now living, He had called them from their boat, as they were actively “casting a net” (3). He was interested in what we would call ‘busy men’, for God never calls the idle. The call that came from the Man on the shore didn’t reach Peter on a day off or on an off day! Peter was like Elisha who was called when his hands were firmly on the plow, just as Simon’s were firmly on the net. He was fully engaged in his work, a fisherman through and through, hook, line and sinker, until Jesus called him to fish on the landward side of the beach. Like the others, he left men to find men. 

His work was his life, yet he had the expectation that the Messiah was coming. The Messianic hope was in his heart, otherwise Andrew would not have run to tell a brother who wasn’t interested. For Simon and Andrew, James and John, the Man on their beach was the fulfilment of Paul’s message, “the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared” (4). “Immediately” they left all to walk with the One who ministered grace, not least into Simon’s faults that he might make him into the kind of man who would minister to others, including us.  God doesn’t hide His failures. He restores them. There’s something very stimulating and encouraging about God’s making room in His Word to record Simon’s mistakes, but it’s been well said that ‘the man who never made a mistake never made anything.’ Simon made lots of them, but the Lord made a lot out of him, and in this we find the grace that helps us not to lose heart when we fail. Failing doesn’t make us a failure! 

None of these men paid any attention to the new Figure who walked on their beach at the beginning of His ministry; nor did they know that the grace of God had appeared until He spoke, and believing men stepped forward. There was a very different reaction at the end of His ministry in Gethsemane when He said, “I am”, and unbelieving men fell backward. Four men left their boats, their father, their family, their friends, and their inheritance to follow a Man through whom they would discover that a far greater inheritance lay ahead of them. 

What did the hired servants think as sons left their father with the future of the work in the hands of servants instead of sons? They also turned their backs on the waves and billows of Galilee to follow Him until He faced the waves and billows of Golgotha. “All Your waves and billows have gone over Me” (5) could have been written of Him as He endured the spiritual storm of the middle cross. He also called them spiritually to engage in the different aspects of their fishing habits.
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