1 Peter 1:17-21

“It’s all in how you look at it.”

Peter was clearly conveying perspective in these verses.  That is not at all to say that he was being hypothetical.  He was certainly a deeply practical man, who longed to see the believers live out the Christian life in a godly way.  But he desired that his readers do the practical living by taking a view of their life (their ‘stay’) here on earth as lived out before God, by the marvelous mercy and grace of God.  Peter was conveying a biblical and spiritual perspective of:

· time

· value

· life before & after salvation by faith

· God’s intimate involvement in their lives

1 Peter 1:17-19 (NASU)

If you address as Father the One who impartially judges according to each one's work, conduct yourselves in fear during the time of your stay on earth; 18 knowing that you were not redeemed with perishable things like silver or gold from your futile way of life inherited from your forefathers, 19 but with precious blood, as      of a lamb unblemished and spotless, the blood of Christ. 

In beginning verse 17 with ‘If’, Peter was not casting doubt or uncertainty upon their addressing the Father.  Instead, this is a construction in the Greek which assumes the reality of the words to follow.  Peter was inviting his readers to join in with him in the thought process and so to better understand the true character of their relationship with the Lord.

The “address as Father” portion of verse 17 made perfect sense, because Peter had already ‘painted a picture’ of his readers as ‘children of obedience’, having a relationship with the Father so as to say that they had a nature of obedience because of that relationship.  Also, for Peter to have said that they address the Father, being children of obedience, was quite in line with the teachings of the apostle Paul:

Ephesians 2:18 (NASU)

…for through Him we both have our access in one Spirit to the Father.

Ephesians 3:14 (NASU)

For this reason I bow my knees before the Father…

Colossians 1:3 (NASU)

We give thanks to God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, praying always for you…

“…the One who impartially judges according to each one's work…”

There are three aspects of this set of words that merit a closer look:

· the One (the Father) judging

· impartially judges

· each one’s work

As for God the Father judging, Jesus said in John 8:16, "But even if I do judge, My judgment is true; for I am not alone in it, but I and the Father who sent Me.”  But how do we reconcile those words – and what Peter wrote in verse 17 – with verses like these:

John 5:22 (NASU)

"For not even the Father judges anyone, but He has given all judgment to the Son…”?

2 Corinthians 5:10 (NASU)

For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may be recompensed for his deeds in the body, according to what he has done, whether good or bad. 

Though Scripture makes clear that Christ is the one to do the judging, His fellowship with the Father and oneness with the Father (John 10:30; 17:22) are such that the Father is in full agreement regarding Christ’s judgments.    

Impartial judgments were greatly desired in biblical times, but reality often fell very far short of that ideal.  The Old Testament writers and prophets often warned and railed against the partiality of judges (Leviticus 19:15; Deuteronomy 16:19; Psalm 82:2; Proverbs 18:5; 24:23; 28:21), and New Testament times often saw little improvement on that point (John 18:38; 19:1; Acts 24:26,27).  Peter conveyed God as the ultimate in honesty, objectivity, and depth of insight regarding judgment.

How can God’s expression of mercy and grace towards believers be reconciled with believers being judged according to our works?  Let’s step our way through this process, as Scripture lays out the particulars:

Romans 14:10, 12 (NASU)

For we will all stand before the judgment seat of God….So then each one of us will give an account of himself to God. 

2 Corinthians 5:10 (NASU)

For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may be recompensed for his deeds in the body, according to what he has done, whether good or bad.

1 Corinthians 3:10-15 (NASU)

According to the grace of God which was given to me, like a wise master builder I laid a foundation, and another is building on it. But each man must be careful how he builds on it. 11 For no man can lay a foundation other than the one which is laid, which is Jesus Christ. 12 Now if any man builds on the foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, straw, 13 each man's work will become evident; for the day will show it because it is to be revealed with fire, and the fire itself will test the quality of each man's work. 14 If any man's work which he has built on it remains, he will receive a reward. 15 If any man's work is burned up, he will suffer loss; but he himself will be saved, yet so as through fire.

Ephesians 2:10 (NASU)

For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works (ergon), which God prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them.

Ephesians 3:20-21 (NASU)

 Now to Him who is able to do far more abundantly beyond all that we ask or think, according to the power that works (energeō, a verb coming from the noun ergon) within us, 21 to Him be the glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations forever and ever. Amen.

Now let’s put the core truths from these verses together:

· Christ will judge us, in fellowship and agreement with the Father.

· Each believer’s deeds will be judged. Those not from the Lord (not prepared beforehand and energized by Him) will be burned away, and those from the Lord (prepared beforehand and energized by Him) will be rewarded by the Lord.  He rewards us to the extent that what we do is from the energizing of God and life of Christ lived in and through us.

“…conduct yourselves in fear during the time of your stay on earth…” 

Just what kind of fear did Peter write about here?  Are we to be trembling in the corner because of a deep-seated fear of what God might to do us?  Is this a fear of God’s wrathful judgment pounded out against us in waves of punishment?  The Greek word is not by itself specific as to which kind, but in the context of the New Testament, it is clear that believers are to have ultimate respect for God, which can be characterized as reverence.  

The words ‘on earth’ are not in the Greek text, but certainly implied, since it is here where believers are visitors (1 Peter 1:11; 2:11), just passing through, but actually having a citizenship (Philippians 3:20) and a home (2 Corinthians 5:8) and an eternal relationship with the Lord of glory, there in the heavenlies where we are seated with Him (Ephesians 2:6). 

“…knowing that you were not redeemed with perishable things like silver or gold…”

The word for ‘knowing’ here is a participle in the perfect tense: they have known as a completed past action with an emphasis on the ongoing knowledge impacting the present.  Peter (as Paul in Romans 6:3,6,9) builds upon a knowledge that they already have.

Peter selected the word ‘redeemed’ from a family of culturally based words having to do with the long-standing practice of slavery in and around the Roman Empire.  This word for redeemed meant to buy someone out of slavery, into freedom.  See the supplement for more insights into the practice of slavery in New Testament times and its relevance to 1 and 2 Peter.

Usually, silver or gold was the means of buying someone out of slavery.  But Peter made the radical point here that the ‘currency’ to buy us out of slavery consisted of something far more precious than that (see below).

“…from your futile way of life inherited from your forefathers…”

The futile way of life that Peter referred to was the very slavery from which Christ had redeemed them.  All the activity of that life was absolutely useless – nothing but a wasted expenditure of energy and time.  And it had come down from their forefathers.  It was an ‘inheritance’!  It was a tradition!  Remember that the things that the culture of this area valued were things that were ancient and longstanding (in contrast to what we read of the Greek philosophers in Acts 17:19-21).  Peter was telling them that what they inherited, received by tradition, from their forefathers was a futile way of life.      

“…but with precious blood, as of a lamb unblemished and spotless, the blood of Christ...”

The word ‘but’ chosen by Peter for use here, as in 1 Peter 1:15, means a strong contrast.    The value is radically greater than gold and silver.  Peter has named and characterized the most highly valued ‘currency’ with which believers have been bought out of the slave market.    

The blood of Christ is valued as “precious”.  Peter will use this same Greek word once more:

2 Peter 1:4 (NASU)

For by these He has granted to us His precious and magnificent promises, so that by them you may become partakers of the divine nature, having escaped the corruption that is in the world by lust.

Peter had come to a place in his life in the Lord where he knew what was truly of value – what was indeed “precious”.   

Peter described God’s ultimate sacrifice – Christ the Lord – as an unblemished and spotless lamb.  Like the Passover lamb (Exodus 12:1-13, the lamb sacrificed under the Law of Moses, Christ met the requirement that a sacrifice be without defect (Leviticus 22:17-25).  Christ is referred to over two dozen times in the book of Revelation as the little “Lamb” (as young as eight days old: Leviticus 22:26,27), even into the New Heavens and the New Earth.  Unlike the Old Testament sacrifices, the blood of Christ was a “once for all” sacrifice (see also Hebrews 7:27; 9:12; 10:10):

1 Peter 3:18-19 (NASU)

For Christ also died for sins once for all, the just for the unjust, so that He might bring us to God, having been put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit; 

1 Peter 1:20-21 (NASU)

For He was foreknown before the foundation of the world, but has appeared in these last times for the sake of you 21 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. 

Christ, the little lamb, was foreknown before the foundation of the world – as the one who would take our sins upon Himself.  We who believe were also chosen in Him before the foundation of the world (Ephesians 1:4).  Though we can show a timeline of the events in Scripture, including Christ’s death in the cross, and many of us can even pinpoint the date when we believed, from God’s standpoint He is not just catching up to the spiritual facts.  They were foreknown before God said, “Let there be light”.

Christ, though foreknown, appeared in His 1st coming for our benefit (‘for the sake of you’), that is, for the sake of those who believe.  In these verses (including verses 16 and 17), we have specifically spelled out Christ’s death (‘precious blood’) and resurrection (‘raised Him from the dead’), as well as Christ’s seating in the heavenlies (‘gave Him glory’).  Implied is His burial (‘from the dead’, literally, ‘out from dead ones’) and His ascension (in order to ‘give Him glory’).  

Finally Peter says that the believers’ faith and hope are in God.  It is who He is and what He has done that we trust in and where we have our certain hope.  Notice that Peter is all about conveying a uniquely certain hope, something that the pagan world could not offer:

1 Peter 1:3 (NASU)

“…a living hope…’

1 Peter 1:13 (NASU)

“… fix your hope completely…”

1 Peter 1:21 (NASU)

“…our faith and hope are in God…”

This is also the fourth time mentioning “faith” and the third time as “your faith”.  
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