1 Peter 4:7-11

A little bit of this, a little bit of that…(
We will soon see that as Peter wrote this passage, he was conveying the practical realities of what the life of Christ
 looks like lived out in the believer.  There is no question that the believers to whom Peter was writing were suffering in a variety of ways, and subject to a great deal of worldly pressure and the siren song of the sin nature.  But Peter did not see those pressures and the suffering as some sort of justification for a life lived out in conflict with and contrast to the character of Christ’s very life.

One point for us to note, which fits with the pattern we’ve seen in Peter’s writing, is that Peter is often prone to writing about the way that the Christian life is lived out as in action.  In fact, only in verse 7 of this passage are there actually imperative verbs (indicating that the actions are in the form of ‘you must’).  The rest of the verses are written in the Greek as actions in progress – descriptions of the life of Christ being lived out in the believer.

Another insight into this passage that we wouldn’t want to miss is that this passage looks back, and it looks forward.  It looks back to the vindication written of in 1 Peter 3:18-4:7 that will find its fulfillment when the Lord returns – the end that is near.  Verse 11 speaks of glorifying the Lord – something that unbelievers may do as well ‘in the day of visitation’ (our Lord’s return, which verse 7 anticipates).  This passage also looks forward to the issues that lie ahead, by bringing them up on a small scale.  We’ll see these topics expanded in varying degrees in the rest of the book of 1 Peter.

1 Peter 4:7 (NASU)

The end of all things is near; therefore, be of sound judgment and sober spirit for the purpose of prayer. 

We sometimes speak of how our position in Christ has a logical connection to how we live, since that is how the apostles - especially Paul – often wrote (i.e., Ephesians 4:32, and the numerous places where ‘therefore’, ‘since’, ‘because’, etc. are used to draw conclusions from the believer’s position to the life and behavior of the believer).  Here, however, Peter is using a time perspective about the events surrounding and centered upon the second coming of Christ.  That time perspective was presented as the time based perspective, from which the life of Christ was to be lived out, from verse 7 to verse 11.  Peter’s viewpoint, that we should be living a life now that makes godly sense, in view of what imminently lies ahead, is common to a number of New Testament authors.

Peter calls for believers to use sound judgment and to be sober in spirit, for the purpose of prayer.  Before we look more deeply into what that means, there is a parallel between what Peter has just called for and what the apostle Paul wrote:

In Ephesians 6:10-17 the apostle Paul called for believers to stand, putting on ‘the full armor (pan + hoplon) of God’.  Paul provided details on what those pieces of spiritual armor consisted of.  In verses 18-20, Paul then urged the believers to pray.

In 1 Peter 4:1, Peter urged the believers to ‘arm’ (the verb hoplizō, from the noun hoplon) themselves.  Then in verse 7 Peter called believers to a certain mindset for the purpose of prayer.

What is the lesson here?  Prayer - communication with the Lord – is not incidental to the believer’s armor, but is a necessary complement to the optimum use of the believer’s armor.  In the Ephesians 6:10-17 passage, Paul had used the ‘armor’ as an illustration of the believer’s position in Christ.  In 1 Peter 4:7, Peter puts the emphasis on the believer’s mindset for the purpose of prayer.  So what are the particulars about that mindset?

be of: 

· sound judgment
 and 

· sober spirit
 

These two words have a very similar meaning, and Peter may have paired them here as a Hebrew manner of speaking.  What comes across, however, is very clear: believers are to mindset so as to pray, that is, to be in communication with the Lord.  We have been saved not only to an eternal position, but to ongoing fellowship with Him in our daily condition.  Peter chose the word for prayer that has the broadest definition: he meant all kinds of prayer.      

1 Peter 4:8 (NASU)

Above all, keep fervent in your love for one another, because love covers a multitude of sins. 

What does ‘above all’ mean?  It points to a highest priority.  So what is that highest priority?  Keeping fervent in love for one another.  The word that is translated ‘fervent’ (ektenes) is a word that was used in common Greek outside of the New Testament for a horse running at full gallop and an athlete straining at the finish line.  We might say something like ‘pedal to the metal’ or ‘full bore’.  This is to be the magnitude and intensity of the love expressed between believers.

But what did Peter mean by ‘love covers a multitude of sins’?  Did he mean that our love is as good as Christ’s death on the cross for sins?  Did he mean that love masks the sins that we, or others, commit?  Neither of the above two options!  Peter was saying that love will be gracious enough to deal with the offenses of others, including those in the church body.  This even implies that believers will morally and/or spiritually err – though he certainly did not encourage or excuse that.  The kind of love that Peter called for was unconditional love – love that does not depend upon the behavior of others.                  

1 Peter 4:9 (NASU)

Be hospitable to one another without complaint. 

Paul listed ‘being hospitable’ as a required characteristic of an elder (1 Timothy 3:2; Titus 1:8).   And the author of Hebrews called for all believers to be hospitable (Hebrews 13:2), as did Peter here.  But there are a couple of historical and cultural insights about hospitality that might shed some light on this and the other passages calling for believers, including elders, to be hospitable:

· In some quarters, housing a known Christian could put the homeowner at some level of risk (Acts 17:1-9 seems to portray such a risk to a man named Jason), so encouraging believers to be hospitable in the face of such risks was necessary in order to avoid having believers simply respond to public pressure.

· Many of the overnight facilities in the Roman Empire had very poor moral reputations, by Christian standards.  Caravansaries were known to have the ambiance of a ‘biker bar’, and the ‘motels’ very often doubled as a brothel.     

So being hospitable may have become a matter of overcoming fears of public outcry or pressure, as well as being a way that believers could stay, while traveling, without risking the appearance of evil, exposure to temptation, and providing an opportunity for fellowship (Acts 28:11-15).  Why would Peter have written ‘without complaint’?  The possibility of complaint may have been from either expressing the risk or the inconvenience.  ‘Without complaint’ would mean at least one characteristic of the ‘full gallop’ love that Peter referred to in the verse above.

1 Peter 4:10 (NASU)

As each one has received a special gift, employ it in serving one another as good stewards of the manifold grace of God. 

While Paul listed and explained more about the character of the spiritual gifts given by the Holy Spirit
, Peter did not elaborate on those gifts.  Instead, he summarily described those gifts in action as ‘the normal Christian life’ (he did not use an imperative here, as the English translation would imply).  As Paul also indicated (1 Corinthians 12:7,11), at least one of these spiritual gifts was given to each believer.  What that looks like: serving one another.  What is the perspective from which believers employ their gifts?  As good stewards of the manifold (poikilos
) grace of God.  God’s grace is not monotonous, but is abundantly varied in its expression.           

1 Peter 4:11 (NASU)

Whoever speaks, is to do so as one who is speaking the utterances of God; whoever serves is to do so as one who is serving by the strength which God supplies; so that in all things God may be glorified through Jesus Christ, to whom belongs the glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen.

The words in italics have been added to the English, but were an ellipsis in the original Greek text.  An ellipsis was typically given for dramatic emphasis.  Peter summarized exhortations that were similar to what Paul did regarding spiritual gifts:

Romans 12:3-8 (NASU)

For through the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think more highly of himself than he ought to think; but to think so as to have sound judgment, as God has allotted to each a measure of faith. 4 For just as we have many members in one body and all the members do not have the same function, 5 so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually members one of another. 6 Since we have gifts that differ according to the grace given to us, each of us is to exercise them accordingly: if prophecy, according to the proportion of his faith; 7 if service, in his serving; or he who teaches, in his teaching; 8 or he who exhorts, in his exhortation; he who gives, with liberality; he who leads, with diligence; he who shows mercy, with cheerfulness.

How powerfully Peter puts these truths!  God speaks, God empowers.  In either case He is the source (not ourselves!).  Beyond that, He is also the one who is glorified (not us!).  His eternal purpose is fulfilled in the expressions of these spiritual gifts, both those that are apparent and visible, and those that are more subtle and low profile.  But none of the source, purpose or glorification intended by God through those spiritual gifts is made manifest unless those gifts are expressed as God intended.  Conversely, when the spiritual gifts are expressed, with God as the source, as God intended and gifted, then these spiritual gifts do build up the body of Christ and the Lord is glorified, to which there is no end.   

� Wouldn’t you know it?  Peter portrayed the life of Christ using the word ‘living’, more often than ‘life’. In keeping with Peter’s pattern, the life of Christ is described in action: a living hope, a living word, a living Stone.


� See supplemental handout on Rapture Passages. 1 Peter 4:7 is one of a number of New Testament passages that were written with a view to including the Rapture of the Church as part of the larger set of end time events. 


� to be sober–minded, to think and act soberly, discreetly, to use sound judgment and moderation, to be self–disciplined (Complete Word Study Dictionary – New Testament)


� To be sober–minded, watchful, circumspect (Complete Word Study Dictionary – New Testament)


� See supplement on spiritual gifts.    


� varied; the same word is in James 1:2 regarding various trials.
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