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Elect Strangers
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Introducing 1 Peter
Introduction
Welcome to our study of 1 Peter, the first of two New Testament letters
written by the Apostle Peter. The letter was written “with the help of Silas”
(lit. Silvanus) (see 1 Peter 5vs12), in all likelihood the same Silas whom
we meet in the Acts of the Apostles and who was Paul’s companion on his
second missionary journey (see Acts 15vs36-41). Although some have
suggested that this statement simply identifies Silas as the bearer of the
letter, it is much more likely that he was responsible for putting Peter’s
ideas into writing, a fact which explains Peter’s commendation of him as “a
faithful brother” (1 Peter 5vs12).
The letter was written from ‘Babylon’ (1 Peter 5vs13), a name associated
within the later New Testament with the city of Rome and the Roman
Empire, especially with regard to its hostility to the people of God.
Tradition has it that Peter was martyred in Rome during Nero’s reign and
the letter itself makes it clear that the Christians to whom Peter was writing
were beginning to experience trials and tribulations, even to the point of
‘suffering as a Christian’ (1 Peter 4vs16). Given the connection with Peter
and the reign of Nero in the mid 60’s AD, we know that large scale, state
sanctioned persecution as occurred in later years under the Emperors
Domitian and Trajan had not yet broken out. We also know that it was not
until after the Jewish War and the destruction of the Jerusalem temple in
AD 70 that the Roman authorities drew a formal distinction between
Judaism and Christianity and began to view Christianity as an ‘unlicensed’
religion leading to formalised persecution. But the precursors for these
things were already there during Nero’s reign and would have been
experienced at a localised level by believers.
1 Peter is addressed to “God’s elect, strangers in the world, scattered
throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia”, five names
referring to four provinces of the Roman Empire just south of the Black
Sea, the region that today would be referred to as Asia Minor, mainly
modern Turkey. The terms ‘elect’ and ‘strangers’ are very important and
highlight the twin realities faced not only by the first readers of the letter
but by all Christians down the ages.
First, every true Christian is one of God’s elect and an heir of both the
privileges and responsibilities which belonged to ancient Israel. As we
shall see in the following studies, Peter draws a very close connection
between Christians and the people of Israel with whom God made a
covenant at Mount Sinai. This is particularly clear in the allusions to the

book of Exodus in 1 Peter 1vs2 (cf Exodus 24vs1-18), 1 Peter 1vs18-19
(cf Exodus 12 and Exodus 30vs11-16) and 1 Peter 2vs9-10 (cf Exodus
19vs3-6) as well as in the call to Holiness (1 Peter 1vs15-16 – cf Leviticus
11vs44-45). Both the privilege and responsibility of being God’s chosen
people is evident from these verses – like Ancient Israel, Christians are
called into relationship with God by His grace and given the task of living
for His glory before the watching world.
Second, every Christian is a ‘stranger in the world’ – a resident
sojourner whose day to day lives in this world are real and of importance,
but whose real home lies elsewhere, namely in the kingdom of heaven. In
this description Peter thus identifies Christians with Israel in exile in
Babylon – a people redeemed by God yet living outside of the Promised
Land, and thus living among a pagan and often hostile community. The
question faced by such ‘exiles’ was what their relationship to their
surrounding world should be. Peter’s answer, like that of Jeremiah and
Ezekiel, is that believers are to continue to trust God and to do good, to
seek the welfare of those among whom they live, in such a way acting as
a witness for God for His glory and by His grace for the salvation of those
among whom they live.
It is in particular in this connection between election and exile that Peter’s
teaching about trials and testing is very important. As God’s elect people,
called to live by faith in a pagan and hostile world, Christians will face trials
of many kinds (1 Peter 1vs6, 4vs12). The natural response to these trials
is to see them as evidence that one has been abandoned by God (just as
the exiles in Babylon were tempted to think – see e.g. Isaiah 40vs27).
Nothing could be further from the truth however. Trials are God’s way of
refining and strengthening the faith of His people and an opportunity for
them to bear witness to His glorious wonders, in calling us out of darkness
and giving us a sure and certain hope for the future. In this way trials are
part of God’s true and saving grace to us (1 Peter 5vs12; 1 Peter 4vs1718).

Think it Through
1. In what way does Peter’s description of Christians as ‘elect strangers’
help us to understand our experience of the Christian life in South
Africa today?

