St. Vincent de Paul Parish Bible Study
Study 19: First Peter...Words of Encouragement

Background. The canon of Scripture contains two letters attéduo St. Peter. It is assumed that he
wrote the first from Rome [see Peter’s use of “BabYyas a code name for Rome in 1 Pet 5:13],
probably sometime between 63 and 65 A.D. AlthougtePmakes no explicit reference to the
persecution unleashed by Emperor Nero in latetég by no means certain that he wrote beforedhts.
He could well have written it during the early pba®f this persecution. The letter is written imrect,
even elegant Greek, the Greek of Silvanus [Sed B:P2], who is likely the Silas we encounter inté\c
15:22 when he was Paul’'s companion.

The First Encyclical.

This first of all papal encyclicals was directedtie churches of Asia Minor (present day Turkeg)can
be seen by the local churches mentioned in 1 Refrhese Christians were largely Gentiles who had
been evangelized mainly by St. Paul. Peter wrotleeastart of a time of grave crisis in the histofyhe
infant Church. Persecution had probably alreadyibég Rome. The Emperor Nero attempted to make
the Christians scapegoats for the burning of the wihich all evidence indicates he had instigakster,
now in Rome, had received news of the martyrdodaafes, Bishop of Jerusalem. The death of James
dramatically highlighted a change in the relatiopsif the young Church to both the Empire and the
Synagogue. The Christian Faith was now compleghasated from the community of Israel and was
now experiencing the beginning of a bloody perdeaudtom an empire bent on destroying it.

The First Letter of Peter.

In the midst of these discouraging circumstancésrPene first Pope, well aware that persecutionldo

not be confined to Rome’s city limits, but woulddaubtedly spread throughout the Empire, addresses a
letter of encouragement to the Christians of Asiadvl Peter probably expected the Emperor to order
local authorities across the Empire to instituteilsir persecutions, or that these locals, in otdeurry

favor with Rome, would simply follow Nero’s exampkeeter, therefore, in an effort to prepare these
Christian communities for the storm which mightisdweak right over them, reminds them of their
Baptism. He first calls to mind the liturgy of tBaptismal ceremony. Then, in a way that relatahed
present circumstances, he reminds them that thrBagtism they are united with Christ, who brought
them redemption through His suffering and deatla Wery real way they will share Christ's risenrglo
only by passing with Him through the valley of gteadow of death.

This letter and its practical message is a faithdtlection of the catechesis of apostolic timeishRn
content, it is written in a simple style, full afiergy and supernatural warmth, as one would exgfect
preaching in those early days of the Church.

Now open your Bibleand read the First Letter of St. Peter. As you,rgad might want to make the
following notations in the margin next to each paErPeter’s Letter:

T “Greeting” —nextto 1 Pet 1:1-5

T “Roman Baptismal Liturgy” — nextto 1 Pet 1:6-25

T “Baptismal Homily of St. Peter” —next to 1 Pet 2:1 — 4:11

T “Letter Proper: Practical Application” —nextto 1 Pet 4:12 —5:11

T “Conclusion” —next to 1 Pet 5:12-14
Behind the Words.Now let's look at some key concepts and passagestier’'s First Letter.
T “...who in His great mercy gave us a new birth[See 1 Pet 1:1-25]

1 Pet 1:3-5The administration of the sacrament of Baptism Ist@ok place at the great Easter
Vigil service. The Baptismal ceremonies began withsinging of a hymn which Peter has preserved
for us in three lines. It sums up beautifully tlaient of the Christian’s faith and the object isf h
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hope. We are told by the Early Church Fathers dners that the Christian’s of Rome often sang as
they entered the arena to be sacrificed. What eympeopriate hymn could they have sung than this?

1 Pet 1:6-25The celebrant now addresses the candidates fiiisBg reminding them of the present
condition on the threshold of the “new birth.” letmodern Baptismal rite the minster still asks the
catechumen: “What do you ask of God's Church?” thiedcatechumen replies, “Faith.” This ancient
liturgy also emphasizes that it is faith which awerizes the followers of Christ. In the early Gitu

the ordinary minister of the sacrament was thedgishnd so as Peter here recreates the ceremony, he
is recalling the many times when he, as the Bisifdpome, presided at the Baptismal Liturgy.

Peter continues (1 Pet 1:10-12) to remind the bair@ens that their faith is based upon the prophets
and the Good News of salvation, the Gospel. We havereached the last few moments before the
actual administration of the sacrament and StrRalks upon the catechumens to ready themselves
for a fruitful reception of the sacrament (1 Pét3t20). He calls for a more holy Christian lifeeth
kind one would expect from “obedient children” [&tR.:14], who have been ransomed with the
precious Blood of Christ [1 Pet 1:16]. This is wkadd, who is the “holy” One [1 Pet 1:16], expects
of them; and He will judge them according to thgrée of holiness they have attained. Peter then
invites them to come forward to the Baptismal pddpPet 1:21). Here there is a pause as the
catechumens go down into the waters of the Baptipow, then rise up from the waters as members
of Christ's Body. This is followed by a final extiation, and then the newly baptized for the first
time participate in the entire Mass and receiveRteharist.

1 “...for you have tasted that the Lord is goodSee 1 Peter 2:1-4:11]

These chapters probably represent one of the teswilhich Peter had actually preached at the
conclusion of the Baptismal ceremonies of the Ea&l. He places it here to bring out the meaning
of the events which he had just related to thedfiaris of Asia Minor, something which they had
experienced when they embraced the faith. Pesdrdiludes to the practice of giving the newly
baptized Christians a taste of milk to symbolizartkpiritual innocence (1 Pet 2:2) and their récen
reception of the Eucharist (1 Pet 2:3). He thersgneto describe the significance of their uniothwi
Christ and their newfound dignity (1 Pet 2:4-10).

Peter also tells them that their holiness is tebtethe quality of that brotherly love which people
born into the life of grace should have. They stidag constantly growing in this love, realizingttha
they are “living stones” [1 Pet 2:5] built on Chirigho is the cornerstone, becoming a spiritual
temple and a holy priesthood [1 Pet 2:6, 9]. Thi®n with Jesus Christ gives them a share in His
priestly office, to offer spiritual worship for thigory of the Father and the salvation of humariitye
laity, therefore, dedicated as they are to Christl anointed by the Holy Spirit, are called and
prepared to do God's work on earth so that evehetdruits of the Spirit may be produced in them.

This entire passage is filled with allusions andtgtions from the Old Testament, a fact that
highlights the unity of Sacred Scripture and thaitg of the Old Testament being fulfilled in the
New. The remainder of this section is devoted tious counsels for living the Christian life.

[Note: It might be a valuable exercise to take ttime to trace each of Peter’s references and
allusions to their Old Testament sources. For asaige with this, check the footnotes in your
Bible.]

T “Beloved, do not be surprised that a trial by fire occurring among you.[See 1 Pet 4:12-5:11]

At this point Peter directly addresses the Christiaf Asia Minor, relating their baptismal vocatimn
the coming persecution. In the early Church ongyrttartyrs were granted the honors of sainthood. In
this we have a valid insight into the nature of @istian vocation: to witness to the saving dct o
Jesus Christ for all mankind. The martyr — a woldcl actually meanwaitness— gives testimony to
Christ’s Lordship with his blood. Baptismal solidgamith Christ, which carries with it a heavy
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responsibility of joining with Him in the redemptif the world, may be extremely difficult,
especially in times of persecution. And yet, thdividual Christian, united and strengthened by
Christ through the Holy Spirit, is also, througlsthnity, united with and strengthened by his beoth
and sister Christians throughout the world (1 Pet13).

Only by taking Christ as our model and living i tBpirit can we persevere in the midst of
tribulations, for it is Jesus Christ, although hesvjust and innocent, who died for the unjust &ed t
guilty. “If you are reproached in the name of Christ, yae alessed[1 Pet 4:14] because of your
conduct and your union with the Lord. The trials sudfer can display our patience as Christians.
Instead of being angered by the evil done to usshweild return good for evil and show
understanding and love to those who persecute us.

Unity of the Two Testaments.

Peter gives elegant expression to the organic dprednt of God’s plan for our happiness. This plan,
initiated by God under the old covenant, foundilfaiient in Christ, and is now become possible fiboa
humanity through Christ’'s Body, the Church.

“Concerning this salvation, prophets who prophesidut the grace that was to be
yours searched and investigated it, investigathmgtime and circumstances that the
Spirit of Christ within them indicated when it iietl in advance to the sufferings
destined for Christ and the glories to follow théhwas revealed to them that they were
serving not themselves but you with regard to hiregs that have now been announced
to you by those who preached the good news tohyough the Holy Spirit sent from
heaven, things into which angels longed to loekI Pet 1:10-12

Furthermore, throughout the letter he speaks ofrtbes realities” which Christ has accomplishedeémts of the
great acts of God for His people under the oldatisgtion. In some ways we might speak of a largeoseof

this brief letter as a mere compilation of textsirthe Old Testament, as you can see by consa@tigdible

with thorough footnote references. But to speak Beter as an anthology of Old Testament textsisiss the
point completely. Rather, Peter has achieved aelaug synthesis of the Old and New Testamentssbedding

light upon the other to present the fullness of‘thgstery of the whole Christ.”
1 Peter in the Liturgy.

We find passages from 1 Peter among the readingasg throughout the year. For example, during the
Sundays of Year A, we find several readings froRefer, especially during the Easter Season:

T On the Second Sunday of Easter, the second readingins Peter’'s beautiful words from the
opening verses of his letter (1 Pet 1:3-9), worfdsn@gouragement and joy in a time of trail.

T On the Third Sunday of Easter, our reading is fioRet 1:17-21, a passage designed to reinforce

our faith in Jesus Christ and our hope in the Restion.

T On the Fifth Sunday of Easter, the reading is fioRet 2:4-9, and defines for us the value of our
faith in Jesus Christ: that we are “a chosen raceyal priesthood, a holy nation, a people of his
own...”

1 On the Sixth Sunday of Easter, Peter gives usticttm in living the Christian life (1 Pet 3:15-
18), a life of charity, a life of the Spirit, adifof evangelization.

T On the Seventh Sunday of Easter, the second regdirgm 1 Pet 4:13-16, in which Peter
instructs us on the merit of suffering in the nashdesus Christ and for the glory of the Father.

We also encounter 1 Peter on the First Sunday wf (¥ear B) when we read 1 Pet 3:18-22, which tells
us of the merits of Baptism and the redemptiveevaiuChrist’'s suffering and death.
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Finally, we find readings from 1 Peter during a fmemof weekday Masses in Year 2, including
Solemnities such as the Nativity of John the BaptisJune 24. This is an especially fitting applma of
Peter’s First Letter since the passage chosent(1:842) touches on both Baptism and the prophbts
told of Christ's coming into the world.

Be Doers of the Word.

While we in this country have been spared thel“byafire” of which Peter spoke to the Christiarfhis
day, we must remember that Christ's Church is néreerfrom persecution. Indeed, it is being pertegtu
this very day in many places throughout the gléteal no one can predict what the future may bring,
even in this country. Our Lord told us that, “The&nt is not greater than the master,” and through
history He has called many to relive in their owwe$ His passion and death. We who are not pemsgcut
as His disciples find ourselves under a differemt sf burden, that of compassion and effectiveitha
for the victims of the “powers of darkness” in @wn day. Those suffering Christians must never be
absent from our thoughts as we make Peter’s payeprayer: thatGod the source of all grace, who
called you to His eternal glory in Christ, will Hgalf, after you have suffered a little while, petfe
steady, strengthen and firmly establish ydddch of us, in his or her own way, should dotslt tve can
to help our fellow Christians, and for that mattasr fellow children of God, who suffer persecutfon
their beliefs.

Study Questions:
1. What gave the early Christian community its didfireccharacter? [See 1 Pet 1:6-25.]

2. How, according to Peter, do we achieve the holitlestsis proper to God’s people?

3. What, according to Peter, is the relationship ef@nurch to the world?

4. Consider Peter’s various instructions relating twig€ians and the Empire (marriage, slavery, etc.)
found in 1 Pet 2:11-3:13. Which of these would gay are universally valid?

5. Why would Peter use the sacrament of Baptism amndtital as a means of instructing the Christians
of Asia Minor at this particular time?



