Bonnie Stewart
A New Birth into a Living Hope

1Peter 1:1-12

Key verse:  3

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead
Peter was one of the 12 disciples Jesus called during his ministry, designating them apostles that they might be with him and that he might send them out to preach. Simon Peter was a fisherman who left everything to follow Jesus. Through his time with Jesus, Peter was convicted to declare that Jesus is the Christ. Yet, Peter also denied Jesus to save himself. It wasn’t until Jesus died and the cross and was raised from the dead that Peter remembered and understood what Jesus had taught him. Through Jesus’ resurrection, Peter could personally testify to the great mercy of God that all are called into a new birth and a living hope through Christ. May we also be awakened to the new life we have and be able to testify what it is we hope for. 

I. New Birth (1-5)

Peter became an elder in the church and was probably highly respected by the believers because he was one of the eyewitnesses to Jesus Christ and his ministry. He remembered the privilege he had to be called an apostle and accepted the responsibility to care for Jesus’ sheep. That is why he wrote his first letter. He begins, “1Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, To God's elect, strangers in the world, scattered throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia.” Unlike Paul, Peter wrote to a larger audience. He had to, for many of the believers were scattered because of persecution. Interestingly, Peter doesn’t address the persecution or trials they were facing right away. Instead, he addresses the believers as God’s elect who are strangers in the world. It seems that if someone were part of an elect, they would be honored. But God did not choose them to be honored in the world. God chose them to be strangers in the world. Why? Because Jesus was also a stranger in the world. As Jesus prayed in John 17, “14I have given them your word and the world has hated them, for they are not of the world any more than I am of the world. 15My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you protect them from the evil one. 16They are not of the world, even as I am not of it. 17Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth. 18As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world.” The believers might have thought they were failures because instead of converting whole cities, they were forced to flee. But Peter encouraged them, reminding them what it meant to be united with Christ and his crucifixion. Though they were scattered, God would use the persecutions to extend his gospel even further. As God’s elect, they would become life-givers through the persecution and trials. 

Peter continues to address the scattered believers as those, “2who have been chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, through the sanctifying work of the Spirit, for obedience to Jesus Christ and sprinkling by his blood: Grace and peace be yours in abundance.” God our Father chose all the believers out of his foreknowledge. As was described to Jeremiah, (1:5) "Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, before you were born I set you apart; I appointed you as a prophet to the nations." It is not through good deeds and superior knowledge of the gospel that set the believers apart. It is God alone who knew each one before his or her birth. In fact, it is only through the sanctifying work of the Spirit and the blood of Jesus Christ that we who are sinners can be called God’s own. So Peter reminds the believers of the abundant grace and peace that is upon them. Though they were suffering great trials, the grace and peace of God is never taken away. 

Just thinking of the grace and mercy of God causes Peter to declare, “3Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, 4and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade—kept in heaven for you, 5who through faith are shielded by God's power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time.” Was God’s mercy to make this life we have in the world a little better, free from troubles? No, God’s mercy is that we are given a new birth, a new life through the resurrection of Jesus. As Paul wrote to the Corinthians in his second letter, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!”(5:17) So what is the new birth? Peter describes it as a new birth into a living hope as well as into an inheritance. What is this living hope? First, it is revealed through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead. When creation was separated from God through sin, all it could hope for was a quick death to end all the sufferings. But through the restoration of creation from the atoning sacrifice of his son, God has given us a new hope: a hope that lives and gives life. Our hope is life, the life that comes from Jesus Christ who has given life since the beginning of creation. What kind of life is this? The life that begets life, that reveals there is more to life than survival. Life has everything to do with God. If we are united with him, we have life; if we aren’t we are lifeless which is worse than being dead. It is just being without purpose and direction; a wanderer waiting for death. But thank God for his mercy that he calls us from our wandering into a living hope! 

Not only does the new birth through Christ give as a living hope, we are also given an inheritance that never perishes, spoils or fades. When we are united in Christ, we are his coheirs in the kingdom of God. Because God is eternal, he will never fade away. The world will perish as well as the things in it. But God will always be. 

Finally, Peter describes the believers as those who through faith are shield by God’s power until the salvation that is to be revealed. If we are shielded by God’s power, why aren’t we protected from the hardships and temptations of this world? A shield protects someone from a blow with a sword, but it doesn’t prevent the person from feeling the impact of the strike. Just like in the battlefield, we are assaulted with spiritual attacks, but God is the one who makes us stand. His power is revealed because we continue to stand though we are weak. 

II. Genuine Faith (6-12)

It is the new birth through Jesus Christ that Peter wants the believers to remember. He says, “6In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials. 7These have come so that your faith—of greater worth than gold, which perishes even though refined by fire—may be proved genuine and may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed.” Peter explained that it was this new birth into a living hope that enabled the believers to greatly rejoice though they were suffering grief in all kinds of trouble. They knew that though they suffered it would be a little while compared to the eternity they would spend in the heavenly kingdom. But Peter wasn’t telling the scattered believers to be stoics, just enduring their pain until it was relieved at a better tomorrow.  The believers could rejoice now while they were going through the suffering and grief because God is living. Through the trials, God is refining their faith and helping them know how valuable it is. To God, our faith is more valuable than gold, which can’t even stay long in the refining fire without completely melting. 

What does this genuine faith reveal? Through the prophets, we can see that faith is not just to help us. It is to bring praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed. How is this so? Peter explains, “8Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy, 9for you are receiving the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls.” As Hebrews 11:1 says, “Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.” The faith proved genuine through sufferings and trials convicts us to love Jesus though we have not seen him and believe in him though we don’t see him now. Even though we did not physically see Jesus like Peter did, he is clearly revealed to us through the word of God. After Jesus rose from the dead, he came back to be with his disciples a little longer. Some doubted he was real until they saw his wounds from the crucifixion. That is when Jesus declared, "Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed." (John 20:29). It seems impossible to say that we can believe in someone we have never seen. But this is the marvelous grace and mercy of God. That is how Peter could say that when we believe in Jesus Christ, we are filled with inexpressible and glorious joy. We are sinners, yet God calls us to have life through the blood of his son. 

So if the goal of our faith is the salvation of our souls, what does it mean? What is the salvation of your soul? During our Monday meeting as we prepared the questionnaire for this passage, we sort of joked that many people think of salvation as the one-way ticket to heaven. But kidding aside, that is the reality of many Christians. They think salvation is a future condition that will happen some day. The danger of viewing salvation like this is that it becomes less valuable. That is why people live like they want and then hope they will be forgiven when Jesus returns. But salvation is not a future hope. It is the new birth, the living hope in Christ. Salvation is the complete restoration of creation to God. So why does Peter describe the salvation as a goal we have not yet obtained? This again reminds me of Paul who said he kept running the race to press on towards the goal. Though we receive salvation when we believe in the forgiveness of our sins through the blood of Christ, it is not a stagnant thing. Salvation works in us each day, renewing us and perfecting us into the image of Christ. 

This salvation wasn’t unknown in the past. Peter writes that, “10Concerning this salvation, the prophets, who spoke of the grace that was to come to you, searched intently and with the greatest care, 11trying to find out the time and circumstances to which the Spirit of Christ in them was pointing when he predicted the sufferings of Christ and the glories that would follow.” The prophets, those God called to bring his word to his people, received the truth of the grace, which the believers would receive. They took the matter of salvation very seriously and searched for it intently and with greatest care.  The Spirit of Christ was in them, pointing out the sufferings Christ would have to undergo as well as the glories to follow. So here, we can see that salvation has to do with the sufferings of Christ. 
What was revealed to the prophets in their intent search? Peter concludes, “12It was revealed to them that they were not serving themselves but you, when they spoke of the things that have now been told you by those who have preached the gospel to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven. Even angels long to look into these things.” In all their intense searching for the salvation in Christ, the prophets were not serving themselves. It seems strange because it would seem like all their work was so that they themselves would be saved. But in fact, they were serving those who would hear their words, which were sent by the Holy Spirit. Yet, the fact that the believers did receive their words and did believe reveals that the Spirit of God was indeed at work in them to bring life to others not just themselves. 

Though the scattered believers were suffering grief of all kinds, Peter reminded them of the great mercy of God. What is God’s great mercy? It is by God’s mercy that in time of suffering as well as in time of peace, we can see the life that is produced in us and in others through us. Whenever we come back to the Bible or at least remember Jesus when our suffering is too severe to study the Word, we can see that Jesus suffered and rose from the dead. Because of this truth, they will see the life that begets life, which is in us through Christ. The believers could rejoice because they were given new birth into a living hope. We too can rejoice because we are given Christ who is the new birth, the living hope, the new life for us all. 

I pray that we hold on to the living hope we receive in the new life through Jesus Christ. 
