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Perseverance despite Persecution

I Peter

Introduction

I. Authorship

a. The opening verse attributes this letter to Peter, and no ancient alternatives 
were ever proposed. Various lists of similarities between the epistle and 
what we know of Peter from the Gospels and Acts have been compiled.153 
Still, modern scholars have at times objected to this authorship claim. The 
vocabulary and style is allegedly too Greek for this Jewish fisherman. The 
persecution implied in 4:12 and 5:9 is allegedly too intense and widespread 
for a date during Peter’s lifetime. Similarities to Paul’s prison epistles 
(themselves dated to the early 60s) imply to some that “Peter” wrote much 
later (but the apostle was martyred under Nero, hence before AD 68). And 
there are very view direct references to Christ’s life and teaching in the letter.

b. On the other hand, 5:12 admits that Peter wrote “with the help” of Silas, 
which could account for the good Greek style. Chapter 4:12 is probably a 
metaphor (the “fiery trial” in the NIV becomes a “painful” one), and 5:9 was 
never true of any official Roman persecution during the first 150 years of 
church history. Peter probably does not directly borrow from Paul; parallels 
are closest among the sections on submitting to authorities, commonplaces 
among Haustafeln of the day. And, as in James, there are numerous allusions 
to Christ’s life and teachings even if not direct quotes from the gospel 
tradition.154

II. Setting

a. Chapter 5:13 claims that this letter is written from Babylon. But Old 
Testament Babylon lay in ruins, and only a small village existed nearby in 
New Testament times. Given that Revelation uses “Babylon” as a code word 
for Rome (Revelation 17:5), that Peter ended his apostolic career in Rome, 
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and that Mark came to Rome to be with Paul in the mid-60s (II Timothy 4:11) 
and is with Peter as he writes this letter (I Peter 5:13), it seems likely that 
Peter is writing from Rome.

III. Date

a. Those who find I Peter pseudonymous usually date the letter to the time of 
the persecution by the Roman emperor, Domitian, in the mid-90s, and a few 
place it as late as the hostilities under Trajan in the 110s. If Peter indeed 
wrote this letter, then it is probably best dated to the mid-60s, as the Neronic 
persecution was beginning. But the empire-wide difficulties described in 
5:9 probably also included local persecution by friends and family of new 
converts to Christianity (cf. 4:4)

IV. Recipients/Purposes

a. The recipients were scattered about five provinces of what today would be 
part of Turkey (1:1). As in James, they are described in the language of the 
Jewish Diaspora, but here many in Peter’s audience are clearly from Gentile 
backgrounds (2:10, 4:3). It has been suggested, however, that the language 
of “scattering” reflects a problem of literal refugees from various forms of 
persecution. At the very least, Peter sees his audience as in spiritual exile in 
this world. He writes to give them hope in the midst of their suffering and to 
call them not to abdicate their responsibility to be good witnesses even in a 
hostile society.

Analysis

a. We recall that Paul characteristically divided the body of his letters into 
two main sections, theology and ethics, in that order. Hebrews preserved 
the same order but alternated between the two topics more frequently. 
James contained almost nothing but exhortation. First Peter is primarily 
exhortational, but Peter intersperses theology at several key points, 
particularly in creedal formulations about Christ’s person and work, to back 
up his ethical commands. In other words, Jesus functions primarily as an 
example for believers to imitate.
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b. Each of the main sections of the letter may be thought of as contributing 
an answer to the question which provides the letter’s overarching theme: 
how should Christians respond to suffering and persecution? (1) With 
thanksgiving; (2) with holy living; (3) in submission to authorities; (4) 
in hope of Christ’s imminent return, which will provide the ultimate 
compensation.

I. Greetings (1:1-2)

a. The five provinces are listed in roughly circular fashion, geographically 
speaking (v. 1). Perhaps the letter was written as an encyclical, to be copied 
by each church before it was delivered further down the road. Peter’s 
greetings include an important Trinitarian reference to the distinctive 
functions of Father, Spirit, and Christ (v. 2).

II. Thanksgiving (1:3-12)

a. The future aspect of salvation (vv. 3-9)
i. Despite the punctuation in most Bibles, this section is just one long 

Greek sentence, whose main thought is to praise God for our salvation 
(vv. 3, 9, 10). Peter’s main focus is on the future aspect of that 
salvation, the only sufficient reassurance for suffering Christians. He 
stresses the certainty of our hope and the positive value of affliction, 
refining us like precious metal (vv. 3-9). 

b. A backward glance to prophecy (vv. 10-12)
i. But he also casts a backward glance, reminding believers of the 

advantage they have over people (and even angels) of past eras who 
longed to understand more details about Old Testament prophecies 
(vv. 10-12).155

III. Call to Christian Holiness (1:13–2:10)

a. The overall lifestyle (1:13-25)
i. Chapter 1:13-25 begins the body of the letter by describing the 

overall Christian lifestyle: be holy just as God is holy just as Jesus was 
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holy—even when this means suffering. Verses 13-16 sum up God’s 
will in terms of the Levitical holiness code (see especially Leviticus 
19:2). Verses 17-21 provide the rationale for the ethic—we have been 
redeemed from a worldly lifestyle. Embedded in this paragraph is 
Peter’s first Christological confession (vv. 19-21), possibly an early 
Christian poem, hymn or creed.156 The result is love, based on the 
regeneration produced by God’s word (vv. 22-25).

b. Growth in Christian living: Two metaphors (2:1-10)
i. Chapter 2:1-10 focuses more specifically on how to grow in Christian 

living (i.e., holiness). Peter develops two metaphors: craving pure, 
spiritual milk (vv. 1-3) and building the spiritual house (vv. 4-10).

1. Craving spiritual milk (2:1-3)
A. In I Corinthians 3 and Hebrews 5, milk was a negative 

metaphor for baby food; here it is a positive metaphor for 
that which must nourish believers lifelong. The adjective 
translated “spiritual” in v. 2 is logikos, meaning “of the 
word.”

2. Building the spiritual house (2:4-10)
A. The second metaphor likens believers to living stones 

built on the foundation in which Christ is the cornerstone 
(utilizing Psalms 118:22, as Jesus himself already did in 
Mark 12:10-11 pars.)157 This passage applies a remarkable 
number of Old Testament expressions for Israel to Peter’s 
largely Gentile-Christian church (“a spiritual house,” “a holy 
priesthood,” “offering spiritual sacrifices,” “a chosen people,” 
“a royal priesthood,” “a holy nation,” “a people belonging 
to God”—vv. 5, 9). If Peter does not see the church as the 
new Israel, he at least sees considerable overlap between 
the church and Israel, and he is clear that during the New 
Testament age, the church and not Israel is God’s true 
people.

IV. Submission to Authorities in a Hostile World (2:11–3:22)
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a. The general principle (2:11-12)
i. Chapter 2:11-12 introduces the main, central section of I Peter, 

resembling Paul’s “household codes” in Ephesians and Colossians. 
Moral lives remain a powerful testimony to unbelievers, though some 
will still unjustly accuse. This evangelistic principle for submission to 
authorities is restated in 2:15, 3:1, and 3:16.158 People in the ancient 
world were preoccupied with proper family and social roles and saw 
many of the new religions, including the Jesus-movement as a threat 
to the social order, so it was important for Christians to make it clear 
whenever they could that they were not a danger to society.

b. Submission to the government (2:13-17)
i. Verses 13-17 begin with submission to the government (cf. Romans 

13:1-7). As in Paul, Peter speaks only of the positive role of 
government here. But he himself had practiced civil disobedience 
when human dictates conflicted with God’s law (Acts 4-5), so we must 
understand “For the Lord’s sake” in v. 13 as meaning something like 
“whenever human laws do not dishonor God’s laws.”

c. Submission to masters (2:18-25)
i. Verses 18-25 command slaves to be submissive to their masters (cf. 

our comments on Philemon and Ephesians 6/Colossians 3). Here, 
there is an even greater emphasis on the virtue of unjust suffering, 
and Peter includes his second Christological confession to highlight 
Jesus as an example of the same, in whose steps we must follow (vv. 
21-25).

d. Roles of wives and husbands (3:1-7)
i. A third category of submission to authorities involves wives to 

husbands (3:1-7).
1. Wives’ submission (vv. 1-6)

A. Peter has in mind here especially Christian wives of non-
Christian husbands, where a lack of submission would be 
most tempting. “In the same way” (v. 1) does not mean “as 
if you were slaves”, but “here is another example” of the 
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principles he is discussing. Verses lb-2 (“who do not believe 
the word . . . without a word”) suggest a balance between 
never exposing men to the verbal proclamation of the 
gospel and constantly nagging them with it. Reverent lives 
may be the most powerful witness of all. Verses 3-4 remind 
the wealthy women of Asia that their proper beauty must 
be internal (cf. especially 1 Timothy 2:9). The principle of 
submission would appear to be transcultural as Peter appeals 
to Sarah as a model for godly women to imitate (vv. 5-6). 
But the form of submission may well vary from culture to 
culture; one commentator suggests deference as the best 
contemporary equivalent.159 

2. Husbands’ honoring
A. Here, too, is the only place in Peter’s “household code,” 

where he gives instruction to the authority figures—the 
husbands (v. 7). They must treat their wives considerately as 
the “weaker vessels” (v. 7a). This has been taken to refer to 
women’s general physical weakness relative to men, but the 
context gives little reason for this use. Others have argued 
for emotional or psychological weakness, but the word used 
(asthenesteros) almost never means this. It is best, thus, to 
take it as the voluntarily adopted subordinate role a wife 
accepts which makes her “more vulnerable” to be taken 
advantage of.160  If husbands abuse their authority, they 
dare not expect God to answer their prayers (v. 7c)! After 
all, spiritually speaking, husbands and wives are completely 
equal (v. 7b).

e. Submission of all believers to injustice (3:8-22)
i. The exhortation (vv. 8-17)

1. Chapter 3:8-22 proceed to the topic of the submission of all 
believers to injustice. We are not to repay evil for evil (vv. 8-12) 
but rather follow the example of Jesus (vv. 13-22). Eagerness for 
good often deters evil (v. 13), but if it comes anyway, we must 
continue to reverence Christ as Lord and follow in his footsteps 
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(v. 14-22). 
ii. The Christological confession as support (vv. 18-22)

1. Verses 18-22 introduce the third and lengthiest Christological 
confession. Its main purpose is clear: suffering can have a 
purifying effect on us, just as Christ’s death provided purification 
for us (4:1; recall 1:7). But some of the details remain obscure. 
Historically, this is the most important proof text for the clause 
in the Apostles’ Creed about Christ’s descent into hell. But it is 
doubtful if that is what it actually teaches.

2. The key crux is vv. 19-20: Christ went in the Spirit “and preached 
to the spirits in prison.” Is this a second chance at salvation for 
someone? Probably not (recall Hebrews 9:27); the verb used here 
is not euangelizo (evangelize) but merely kerusso (to announce 
a message). Is this a first chance at salvation for Old Testament 
saints who hadn’t heard about Jesus? Again, probably not, 
because the word “spirits,” when not qualified by an explicit 
modifying phrase always elsewhere in the New Testament, means 
angelic or demonic spirits. Most likely, this is an announcement 
by Christ to the demons of the victory His death has wrought 
over them. Did this happen between His death and resurrection? 
Perhaps, but the identical participle, translated “went,” in v. 19 
reappears in v. 22 (“has gone”), referring to Christ’s ascension. 
Given early Jewish belief in three heavens (the atmosphere, the 
abode of angels and demons, and the place of God’s throne) and 
given early Christian use of this concept elsewhere (Satan is the 
“ruler of the kingdom of the air”—Ephesians 2:2; Paul was caught 
up into “the third heaven”—II Corinthians 12:2), it seems best to 
take Peter’s description of Christ’s ministry in vv. 19-22 as what 
He did en route to His exaltation, 40 days after His death and 
resurrection (recall Acts 1:3).

3. This creed also contains puzzling references to Noah’s generation 
and to baptism. If the spirits in prison are the demons, then 
presumably Peter sees them as the power behind that unusually 
wicked race of Noah’s day (cf. Jude 6, II Peter 2:4). Reference to 
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Noah triggers a typology concerning two salvations “through” 
water—Noah and his family via the ark, and Christians via 
baptism. Verse 21a is often cited out of context by those who 
believe in baptismal regeneration, but v. 21b makes it plain that 
baptism is the external sign (“pledge” or “appeal”) of an inward 
change of heart (“a good conscience”).161

4. Given all that Christ did and put up with for us, 4:1-11 proceeds 
to encourage believers to persevere. Suffering can help us 
progressively do away with sin (vv. 1-4) so that even if we are 
ridiculed or martyred our spirits will be saved on judgment day 
(vv. 5-6).162  We must realize the end is near so that faithfulness 
becomes all the more possible and crucial (vv. 7-11).

V. Encouragement to Perseverance (4:2–5:11)

a. Do away with sin (4:1-6)

b. Realize the end is near (4:7-19)
i. First, we need not be surprised but can actually rejoice in our 

sufferings (vv. 12-19). We know they have a purifying function for us, 
but how much more terrifying they must be for unbelievers (vv. 17-
18). We dare not add to their misery by lashing back but must trust 
God to take care of us. 

c. Exercise proper church roles (5:1-7)
i. Second, we must exercise proper roles in the church (5:1-7). Elders, 

equated here with pastors/shepherds and overseers, are not to serve 
under compulsion, for gain or autocratically (vv. 1-4). Younger people 
(vv. 5-7) are to submit to their elders in humility and turn whatever 
anxieties remain over to God (vv. 5-7).163  

d. Resist the devil (5:8-11)
i. All Christians must resist the devil, recognizing that present suffering 

is temporary, and God’s grace and restoration will ultimately triumph 
(5:8-11).

VI. Closing (5:12-14)
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a. Here we learn about Silas’ role as amanuensis or co-author, Peter’s 
provenance in Rome (“Babylon”) and Mark as his companion (see 
Introduction).

Application

I. A Home for the Homeless

a. There are two quite different ways of reading I Peter to find his main theme. 
Probably the two are mutually compatible rather than contradictory. One 
focuses on Peter’s call to the church to look after one another during difficult 
times, to provide “a home for the homeless.”164 

II. Seek the Welfare of the City

a. A second focuses on Peter’s calls for submissive involvement in society as 
a New Testament equivalent to Jeremiah’s radical command to the Jewish 
exiles in Babylon, “seek the welfare of the city” (Jeremiah 29:7).165 Peter 
seems to combine both in 4:19, which is arguably a one-verse summary of his 
epistle: “So then, those who suffer according to God’s will should commit 
themselves to their faithful Creator and continue to do good.” In a world 
with many literal and spiritual refugees and with increasing “culture wars” 
between Christian and non-Christian society, both themes are absolutely 
crucial. As a church, we must provide for the hurting people of the world in 
ways no government can, while at the same time taking part as active, law-
abiding citizens working for all the good within the system that we can.


