CBS

I and II Peter

September 9, 2002

Tonight, we are beginning a new 12 week study on the letters of Peter to Christians in  Asia Minor.  The general conclusion of Biblical Scholars is that the author was the Apostle Peter,

writing from Rome, probably before 67 AD.  He himself tells us that he wrote it with the help of Silas (1Peter 5:12), a Jewish Christian who had traveled and evangelized with Paul.  The two letters, you’ll notice, are not written to a particular church, but to God’s elect, strangers to the world, scattered through Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia.  This greeting, coupled with some few things we know of Peter’s ministry from Acts and the letters of Paul,  give us some valuable insights into a part of Peter’s life and ministry about which we have very little solid information. 

The Writer

We know a great deal about Peter’s life as a disciple of Jesus Christ, and quite a lot about his leadership role in the early church in Jerusalem. As you recall from the Book of Acts,  In the early days of the church (Acts 1-12), Peter appeared as the spokesman of the apostolic group, but there is no hint that he assumed any authority not also exercised by the other apostles. He suggested the choice of another to fill the place of Judas (1:15-26), preached the Spirit-empowered sermon on Pentecost to the assembled Jews (2:14-40), and with John healed the lame man, the first apostolic miracle to arouse persecution (3:1-4:21).  He was used to expose the sin of Ananias and Sapphira (5:1-12), was held in high esteem by the people during the miracle ministry in the church that followed (5:12-16), and spoke for the Twelve when arraigned before the Sanhedrin (5:27-41). With John he was sent to Samaria, where, through the laying on of hands, the Holy Spirit fell on the Samaritan believers and Peter exposed the unworthy motives of Simon (8:14-24). While on a tour through Judea, Peter healed Aeneas and raised Dorcas from the dead (9:32-43). Through a divinely given vision at Joppa, Peter was prepared and commissioned to preach the gospel to Cornelius at Caesarea, thus opening the door to the Gentiles (10:1-48). This brought on him the criticism of the circumcision party in Jerusalem (11:1-18). During the persecution of the church by Agrippa I in A.D. 44, Peter escaped death by a miraculous deliverance from prison (12:1-19).

After this, however, the references are few and far between.  In Acts,  Peter is last mentioned in connection with the Jerusalem conference, in about 49 AD,  where he championed the liberty of the Gentiles (15:6-11). The remaining NT references to Peter occur only in Galatians 2:11-21, which  records a visit to Syrian Antioch, where his inconsistent conduct resulted in a public rebuke from Paul. From 1 Corinthians 9:5 it appears that Peter traveled widely, taking his wife with him, and that his evangelism and teaching ministry continued to be primarily to the Jews. (Gal 2:9).

 Nothing further is heard of Peter until the writing of the two letters that bear his name, apparently written from Rome. A final NT reference to the closing years of Peter's life is found in John 21:18-19. John's interpretation of Christ's prediction makes it clear that the reference is to Peter's violent death. Beyond this the NT is silent about him. 

However, (And let me be clear that this is only informed speculation – we do not and probably cannot prove this in any way)  we know:

 A) that Peter DID Travel in Asia Minor, and

B) that he has relationships with Christians in 5 provinces.

Now -if we can assume that these five were the sites of his Evangelistic labors, and 

         -if we  look for cities known to have had strong Christian communities NOT begun by Paul,  here are about six churches  whom Peter MAY have had in mind when writing  -  

· Nicaea, Chalcedon, Pisidian Antioch, Cappadocian Caesarea, and Amisus. 

The Readers

Since we can’t say for certain who Peter’s intended audience was, we have to look at the content of his letter for clues. 

They are Christians in the northern provinces of Asia Minor. They appear to be a mixture of Jewish and Gentile believers, with perhaps a Jewish majority.  Peter begins his first letter, in the salutation, by using a title used by the Jews to refer to themselves. The literal translation of verse 1 would read “The Scattered” – which was what Jews living away from Jerusalem were called by other Jews.  Peter uses the Old Testament to prove his points in several places, in ways that assume his readers will recognize the reference – 1:24-25, or 2:6-8, or 3:10-12.

But he also says in 2:10 “the empty way of life handed down to you from you forefathers” and in 4:3 says that they have “spent enough time in the past doing what pagans choose to do”. 

These are clearly references to Gentile, pagan ways of life.  

Peter mentions both men and women, husbands and wives (3:1 and 7) Slaves (2:18) and free. 

There is a broad age spectrum (5:5 – younger men) and 5:1-4 (elders giving care). Some apparently had some wealth (3:3) if women could afford gold and ornaments.  

Peter is writing to offer encouragement to his readers, who are in danger of losing their way. Their new faith had severed the ties that bound them to their non-Christian relatives and neighbors. They were being tested in ways they had not expected when they first heard the Gospel. They were probably not suffering “Official” persecution, or facing death from the government, since that did not begin in the provinces until several years after Peter’s death.  

But they were being persecuted by those around them because their commitment was to God’s kingdom rather than to an earthly city – because they had decided to be conformed to the image of Christ rather than to the world. They were being persecuted for making the choices those convictions required. 
Now we have spent some time in looking at the writer, and at the possible first readers. But, like all of Scripture, the writings of Peter are invaluable to Christians of our day – just as alive, just as urgent – just as rich in counsel and wisdom - as they were the day Silas put them on parchment.  

I think part of the power of Peter’s preaching comes from his own example – His is a life transformed by the Holy Spirit.   Perhaps that’s why God has told so much more of who Peter was than of what he actually did.  His example is immensely encouraging. His sheer humanness has made him one of the most beloved and likeable members of the apostolic band. He was eager, impulsive, energetic, self-confident, aggressive, and daring, but also at times unstable, fickle, weak, and cowardly. He was guided more by quick impulse than logical reasoning, and he readily swayed from one extreme to the other. He was preeminently a man of action. His life exhibits the defects of his character as well as his tremendous capacities for good. And like Jacob in the Old Testament, I read about Peter, and I think “ If HE can grow into the man God needed and wanted him to be, . . .then perhaps I can, too. 

He was unstable and inconsistent . . . as I am . . . as we all are . . . but his love for Jesus Christ molded him into a man of stability, humility, and courageous service for God. In the power of the Holy Spirit he became one of the noble pillars (Gal 2:9) of the church.  

And part of the power of Peter’s writings is found in the fact that we are so like his original audience.  Their issues and problems are ours. Like them, we undergo trials, hardships and discouragements daily. Our hardships, like theirs, are not often life-threatening – nothing unusual or dangerous – just the results of everyday ordinary obedience and the conflict generated when Godliness and Sin cross swords. And yet those everyday conflicts are very real. There are people in this room who endure strained relationships because of their faith. Others have had to turn away from lucrative job offers, watch former friends turn away, or give up some thing dear to their hearts in order to be true to Jesus.  It happens to all of us. 

But there is Good News – practical and timely answers for dealing with the difficulties of life – and I’m looking forward to our sharing and learning together from the Apostle Peter over the next twelve weeks. 

As you turn in your registration card at the doors, one of our core group leaders will be ready to hand you your study guide for I and II Peter. 

Next Monday evening, please come prepared, having answered all the questions  for Lesson 1

And let me take my Que from Peter, and offer a word of encouragement – It looks like a lot of work, but if you approach it in “Bite size” increments, its really very manageable.  Try two questions a day.  Or set aside 15  minutes every day, and stop when the alarm rings, even if you have answered only one question.  I want you to be thorough, and complete, and glean every possible scrap of knowledge you can from God’s Word. But we desire  even more that you enjoy the Word of God! God’s Word is meant to be a relief, not a burden. So DON’T wait until next Sunday evening to pull out your study guide and start feverishly answering questions.  

And we want to encourage you to invite your friends and family members to come with you next week.  We’ll do another separate into session for newcomers next week, so that neither they, nor you, will miss anything important. 

Lets Pray
