1 Peter 4:1-6

The Peter Perspective on Paul

As we continue through 1 Peter, we’ll do well to keep in mind that Peter wrote not in ignorance of what Paul wrote, but rather in assumption of it.  Peter wrote many things that show that while he did not elaborate on a subject as Paul did, he assumed the truth and even his audience’s prior understanding of what Paul had written.  Compare these verses from each of their writings:

Galatians 5:13 (NASU)

For you were called to freedom, brethren; only do not turn your freedom into an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one another.

1 Peter 2:16 (NASU)

Act as free men, and do not use your freedom as a covering for evil, but use it as bondslaves of God. 

Romans 6:11-13 (NASU)

Even so consider yourselves to be dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus. 12 Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its lusts, 13 and do not go on presenting the members of your body to sin as instruments of unrighteousness; but present yourselves to God as those alive from the dead, and your members as instruments of righteousness to God.

1 Peter 2:24 (NASU)

and He Himself [Jesus Christ] bore our sins in His body on the cross, so that we might die to sin and live to righteousness; for by His wounds you were healed.

2 Peter, likely written to the same people as 1 Peter (per 2 Peter 3:1), includes this passage regarding Paul’s writings:

2 Peter 3:14-16 (NASU)

Therefore, beloved, since you look for these things, be diligent to be found by Him in peace, spotless and blameless, 15 and regard the patience of our Lord as salvation; just as also our beloved brother Paul, according to the wisdom given him, wrote to you, 16 as also in all his letters, speaking in them of these things, in which are some things hard to understand, which the untaught and unstable distort, as they do also the rest of the Scriptures, to their own destruction.

Since we see these points of common understanding, support and communication between Peter and Paul, it makes good sense to keep that in mind as we continue our study of Peter’s letters.

1 Peter 4:1-2 (NASU)

Therefore, since Christ has suffered in the flesh, arm yourselves also with the same purpose, because he who has suffered in the flesh has ceased from sin, 2 so as to live the rest of the time in the flesh no longer for the lusts of men, but for the will of God. 

These are the ‘in the flesh’ verses (the phrase occurs three times).  Though the word ‘flesh’ (sarx) is used in a few different ways in the New Testament, the context indicates that Peter intends the meaning ‘the human body’ in all three cases.  In fact, Peter does not use the term ‘flesh’ in the way Paul does (as the sinful human nature expressed bodily).  Peter had given, in 1 Peter 3:18-22, Christ as an example of suffering for the sake of righteousness, and here he seeks to draw a logical conclusion (using ‘Therefore’, ‘since’, ‘because’) and application to the lives of believers (‘arm yourselves with the same purpose’, and ‘live the rest of the time’).

What is Peter doing in these two verses but moving from an understanding of our eternal position in Christ, based on the eternal validity of what Christ has done, into the realm of our daily condition.  We who believe have ‘ceased from sin’, because having been baptized into Christ’s death, we have died to sin in our eternal position (the message of Romans 6, summarized in 1 Peter 2:24).  Peter’s choice of the word translated ‘ceased’ is a perfect indicative, that is, it is a completed past action, with ongoing results into the future, implying permanence, and a statement of spiritual fact.  So is Peter saying that a believer will never again sin or err?  No (see Galatians 2:11-14; 1 Peter 2:20).  But Peter is saying that in the believer’s eternal position the believer is absolutely dead to and has ceased from sin, and the logical conclusion in the believer’s daily condition is that he/she live out that eternal position. 
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But what does Peter mean by “arm yourselves also with the same purpose”?  Peter used a word from military vocabulary, conveying with a word unique here to the entire New Testament, that believers not only could but fully ought to be ‘armed’ with the ‘same purpose’.  But we could ask again: “What does Peter mean by ‘same purpose’”?  The word Peter selected (ennoia = en + noia = ‘in mind’) implies our having the same mindset about suffering as Christ had.  Paul had a few things to say on the very same subject:

Philippians 2:5-6 (NASU)

Have this attitude (phroneō: be minded) in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus…

1 Corinthians 2:16c (NASU)

But we have the mind (nous) of Christ

Peter pictures that Christ-like mindset as an ‘arming’ for the believer – a strong stance in the midst of suffering. 

‘so as to live the rest of the time in the flesh no longer for the lusts of men’

The word for ‘live’ (Greek: bios) here confirms our understanding that “in the flesh’ refers to the human body.  As long as we are here living on this earth in these bodies, we are to live no longer for the lusts of men (Paul used the same word to convey the lusts of the flesh in Galatians 5:16).  Peter says of that living for (the human body driven and motivated by) the lusts of men: ‘no longer’.  ‘Men’ here is translated from anthropos so it is not male lusts but human lusts that Peter had in mind.

‘but for the will of God’

Peter was not making a minor contrast here, but a sharp one (‘but’ is translated from alla, meaning a ‘sharp contrast’).  Our Lord prayed, as Peter well knew:

Luke 22:39-42 (NASU)

And He came out and proceeded as was His custom to the Mount of Olives; and the disciples also followed Him. 40 When He arrived at the place, He said to them, " Pray that you may not enter into temptation."  41 And He withdrew from them about a stone's throw, and He knelt down and began to pray, 42 saying, "Father, if You are willing, remove this cup from Me; yet not My will, but Yours be done."   

1 Peter 4:3 (NASU)

For the time already past is sufficient for you to have carried out the desire of the Gentiles, having pursued a course of sensuality, lusts, drunkenness, carousing, drinking parties and abominable idolatries. 

The first part of verse 3 is saying, “The time has come to an end…”.  In the past Peter’s readers, mostly being Gentiles (see 1 Peter 4:4, also 1:14, 2:10) and certainly all of them living among Gentiles were in general consumed with these same passions and behaviors he tells Christians to put in their past.  Notice that the sinful actions that Peter listed were sexual and alcohol related abuses and excesses, or idolatrous practices that most likely involved abuses and excesses of these very things, in the name of ‘religion’. The application to us is that our own culture has its list of practices that it considers ‘normal’, which are driven by the ‘sin nature’, but which are not within what God wills for us. But for believers, our time for carrying out these things has come to an end.

1 Peter 4:4-5 (NASU)

In all this, they are surprised that you do not run with them into the same excesses of dissipation, and they malign you; 5 but they will give account to Him who is ready to judge the living and the dead. 

Peter gave three actions that these unbelievers do or will carry out: surprised, malign, give account. The first part of this verse shows that Peter’s audience was substantially Gentile, rather than Jewish, which is the reason that the Gentiles were surprised not to see the believers running alongside them in the same abusive, dissipative excesses of the flesh.

‘and they malign you’

Since the Gentile unbelievers did not have the believers joining them, they took offense. The response of the Gentile unbelievers was to continue to blaspheme the believers!

2 Corinthians 2:14-16a,b (NASU)

But thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumph in Christ, and manifests through us the sweet aroma of the knowledge of Him in every place. 15 For we are a fragrance of Christ to God among those who are being saved and among those who are perishing; 16 to the one an aroma from death to death, to the other an aroma from life to life.

‘but they will give account to Him who is ready to judge the living and the dead.’

Peter wanted the believers to understand that the deeply abusive treatment that they were receiving for the sake of righteousness (abuse treatment even though the believers lived righteously) would not be ignored by God in the ‘big picture’ but that God was a God of justice, and the unbelievers would be held to account for their abuses of the believers.

Peter had earlier in his letter provided another perspective on this same set of abusive behaviors, offering a potentially positive outcome for the abusers:

1 Peter 2:11-12 (NASU)

11 Beloved, I urge you as aliens and strangers to abstain from fleshly lusts which wage war against the soul. 12 Keep your behavior excellent among the Gentiles, so that in the thing in which they slander you as evildoers, they may because of your good deeds, as they observe them, glorify God in the day of visitation.

Peter carries this offer of hope forward in the next verse.

1 Peter 4:6 (NASU)

For the gospel has for this purpose been preached even to those who are dead, that though they are judged in the flesh as men, they may live in the spirit according to the will of God. 

We’ll approach this verse with an ‘expanded and explained’ treatment:

For the gospel, which is the good news of salvation, has for this purpose been preached even to those who are now physically dead, that though they are judged in the flesh as men (they have indeed died physically), they may live in the spirit (similar to how Christ was made spiritually alive in 1 Peter 3:13) according to the will of God.

Those who believe are not spiritually dead, but instead the positional separation from God has ended – they are made spiritually alive – as Christ was made spiritually alive after the time when He had taken the sins of the whole world upon Himself. Peter could use similar wording here in 1 Peter 3:18 because of our identification with Christ, God has willed our identification with Christ such that we are alive to God, alive to righteousness and Christ is our life – our living hope! Wow!
� ‘Flesh’ (sarx) occurs in 1 Peter 1:24; 3:18, 21; 4:1 (2X), 2, 6, so six of the seven occurrences of this word in 1 Peter are in last week’s (1 Peter 3:18-22) and this week’s passages. 
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