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sisters and brothers in the community of believers into which they have been 
incorporated through baptism.66

ALLUSIONS TO JESUS’ DEATH IN 1 PETER

Even if the First Epistle of Peter is attributed to Simon Peter the apostle, the 
fact that it contains many similarities and parallels with the letters written in 
Paul’s name—especially Romans and Ephesians—means that in some sense 
it can also be regarded as deuteropauline.67 $ere are, of course, numerous 
ways of explaining the existence of these similarities and parallels, some of 
which do not necessarily require positing some type of direct influence on the 
author by Paul or his epistles. However, because of the letter’s affinities with 
certain passages from the Pauline and disputed Pauline letters, it is appropri-
ate to examine it in the present chapter.

In order to consider the allusions to Jesus’ death in the epistle, there is 
no need to enter into a discussion here regarding the authorship of 1 Peter 
or questions concerning the date and place of its composition. It is suffi-
cient to note that the letter is addressed primarily, if not exclusively, to a non-
Jewish Christian audience and that this audience had been subject to some 
type of persecution for their faith.68 Precisely what type of persecution this 
involved is not clear. It does not appear to have been of Jewish origin or 
to have been related to questions regarding observance of the Jewish law or 
customs. Instead, those persecuting the communities to which the letter is 
addressed appear to be non-believers who are not Jewish. It is possible that 
the Roman authorities are behind the persecution, yet if the letter is attrib-
uted to Simon Peter, it must be dated to a period prior to any type of official 
persecution known to have taken place in the regions mentioned at the outset 
of the letter. For this reason, many scholars who accept the letter as genuinely 
Petrine believe that the persecution endured by those to whom the letter was 
addressed was of a more informal and sporadic nature, occasioned by their 
break with the social and cultural norms of their pagan surroundings and the 
tensions with their family, friends, and acquaintances that resulted from their 

66. $e apparent allusion to Christ as “Savior” in Tit. 2:13 and elsewhere in the Pastoral Epistles may serve 
to contrast Christ with the Roman Emperor, for whom that term was generally reserved in the Hellenistic 
world (see Collins, 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus, 309). $e same contrast may be behind the affirmation that 
God’s grace “appeared” (epephanē) in order to bring salvation in Tit. 2:11 (349).

67. Scholars are divided as to whether 1 Peter should actually be considered deuteropauline. Following 
Helmut Koester, for example, Ellen Bradshaw Aitken considers that 1 Peter is “more closely related to Pauline 
traditions than to Petrine” (Jesus’ Death in Early Christian Memory: %e Poetics of the Passion; NTOA/SUNT 
53; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2004, 57). In contrast, after examining in detail the parallels 
between 1 Peter and the Pauline epistles, Jens Herzer concludes that 1 Peter derives from an independent 
Christian tradition rather than being directly influenced by Pauline thought (Petrus oder Paulus? Studien über 

das Verhältnis des Ersten Petrusbriefs zur paulinischen Tradition; WUNT 103; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1998; 
see especially his conclusions on 257-62).

68. On the questions of the authorship and date of composition of 1 Peter and the circumstances under 
which it was written, see especially Donald P. Senior, 1 Peter / Daniel J. Harrington, Jude and 2 Peter (SP 15; 
Collegeville, MN: Michael Glazier, 2003), 3-10; John H. Elliott, 1 Peter: A New Translation with Introduction 

and Commentary (AB 37B; New York: Doubleday, 2000), 84-135.
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adoption of the Christian faith.69 $e same type of context should probably 
be posited if the letter was written in the decades following Peter’s death, 
given the paucity of evidence regarding any type of widespread and organized 
persecution of Christians by the Roman authorities in the empire in the late 
first century or early second century.

$is context of persecution must be seen as the primary reason why the 
letter contains numerous allusions to Jesus’ death. As is evident from many 
of the other New Testament writings, when the first believers reflected on 
the hardships and persecution they endured on account of their faith, they 
invariably looked to what Jesus himself had suffered in the last hours of his 
life in order to give meaning to their own suffering and find the strength 
necessary to remain faithful and hopeful in the midst of that suffering. It is 
extremely important to keep this in mind when considering the allusions to 
Jesus’ death in 1 Peter: the interest of the author lies not in the area of sote-
riology, as if he had written the letter to explain how believers have obtained 
salvation through Christ’s death, but in the area of exhortation, as he attempts 
to encourage believers to remain firm in their faith and hope in the midst of 
the hardships and challenges they are facing. 

1 Peter 1

$e first apparent allusion to Jesus’ death in 1 Peter occurs at the very begin-
ning of the letter, where Peter greets the readers as “exiles of the diaspora cho-
sen according to the foreknowledge of God the Father by the sanctification 
of the Spirit for obedience and for sprinkling with the blood of Jesus Christ” 
(1 Pet. 1:2). It is significant that this election is not simply for salvation but 
for obedience, which probably should be understood as obedience to Christ 
himself. $is reflects the idea just noted in Tit. 2:14 and found elsewhere in 
the New Testament, according to which God’s intention from before creation 
was to create for himself an obedient people who would live according to his 
will for their own good, as well as the conviction that, in accordance with the 
divine plan, this would be accomplished through Christ and the Holy Spirit.

$e affirmation that believers are “sprinkled with Christ’s blood” is unique 
in the New Testament, though imagery that is quite similar appears in Heb. 
9:13-14 and 12:24. Even though the allusion is clearly to sacrificial blood, 
the Levitical legislation concerning sacrifice does not prescribe any rites in 
which the people in general are to be sprinkled with blood. God commands 
sacrificial blood to be sprinkled on Aaron and his sons to consecrate them 
and on lepers to cleanse them, but not on the people as a whole (Exod. 29:20-
21; Lev. 8:30; 14:6-7). Only in the rite in which the covenant with Israel 

69. Elliot notes that the primary focus of 1 Peter is “the innocent suffering of Christian believers and the 
dilemma this presented concerning the believers’ relation to and behavior among hostile outsiders” (1 Peter, 104; 
see also 105-9). Perhaps the most complete study of the context of suffering and persecution with regard 
to which 1 Peter was composed is that of Travis P. Williams, Persecution in 1 Peter: Differentiating and 

Contextualizing Early Christian Suffering (NovTSup 145; Leiden: Brill, 2012).
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was established does Moses sprinkle sacrificial blood on the people gathered 
before him (Exod. 24:3-8). $is occurs after Moses reads to them “all the 
words of the Lord and all of the ordinances” and the people respond, “We will 
do all that the Lord has spoken and will be obedient!” Nowhere in the Exodus 
passage, however, are the people said to be sanctified or consecrated to God as 
a result of this rite. Moses is merely presented as telling the people, “Behold 
the blood of the covenant that the Lord has made with you in accordance 
with all these words.”70

It is likely that the author of the epistle had this account in mind when 
he spoke of believers being sprinkled with Christ’s blood. $e idea would be 
that, just as the people of Israel in Moses’ day were brought into a covenant 
relationship with God through the sprinkling of blood of sacrificial animals, 
so believers in Christ are brought into a covenantal relationship with God 
by being sprinkled with Christ’s blood.71 $e obvious difference, of course, is 
that the latter sprinkling is solely metaphorical. $e logic may be similar to 
that found in passages such as Rom. 2:28-29 and Col. 2:11, which contrast 
a physical circumcision with a spiritual circumcision or a “circumcision made 
without hands,” that of Christ. In this case, while the Israelites of Moses’ time 
were sprinkled with actual sacrificial blood, believers in Christ are sprinkled 
spiritually with the blood of Christ. $e contrast may also be between the old 
and new covenants, although this language is not used anywhere in 1 Peter.

It is also possible, of course, that even though the idea of God’s people as 
a whole being sprinkled with sacrificial blood is not found elsewhere in the 
Hebrew Scriptures, the author has in mind the idea that, through the meta-
phorical sprinkling of Christ’s blood on them, believers are consecrated to 
God in the way that priests and holy places and objects were consecrated for 
God’s service in Israel’s sacrificial system. In 1 Pet. 2:5, for example, the author 
speaks of believers being “built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priest-
hood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.” A 
few verses later he calls them “a royal priesthood” (2:9). Here we find twice 
the use of the word “spiritual” (pneumatikos), which contrasts with the actual 
temple in Jerusalem and the sacrifices presented there. $e author’s allusion 
to believers being sprinkled with Christ’s blood, therefore, may point to the 
idea that believers have been consecrated as priests in the way that Aaron 
and his sons were when Moses sprinkled blood on them. It is also possible 
that the author has in mind the purification of believers with Christ’s blood 

70. Sydney H. T. Page, however, observes that both 1 Pet. 1:2 and Exodus 24 relate the sprinkling of 
blood with obedience and presents other arguments in favor of the dependence of 1 Pet. 1:2 on Exodus 
24 (“Obedience and Blood-Sprinkling in 1 Peter 1:2,” WTJ 72 [2010]: 296-98). Page also questions the 
interpretation according to which the obedience mentioned in 1 Pet. 1:2 is that of Christ himself rather than 
that of believers (291-98). 

71. Leonhard Goppelt, for example, writes: “To ‘sprinkle with Christ’s blood’ means to take a person 
into the realm of influence of Christ’s dying, to align him or her with the One who died. $is alignment 
accomplishes, as the figure expresses graphically, purification and thereby appropriation into a new connection 
to God. $e figure announces, moreover, that the alignment has taken place fundamentally in baptism” (A 

Commentary on 1 Peter, trans. John E. Alsup; ed. Ferdinand Hahn; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993, 75).
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in the same way that sacred objects and places were purified according to the 
Levitical prescriptions. In that case, the idea may simply be that believers have 
been forgiven or cleansed from their sins through Christ’s blood.

While any of these interpretations are possible, they all raise the prob-
lem of the sense in which believers can be said to have been sprinkled with 
Christ’s blood. Because the language is clearly metaphorical, the author can-
not be referring to some type of actual contact with the substance of Christ’s 
blood. It is highly doubtful that the belief that the actual substance of Christ’s 
blood is present in the eucharistic wine existed in New Testament times. 
Even if the mention of Christ’s blood here is interpreted as referring to the 
eucharistic wine in some sense, that wine was drunk by believers rather than 
sprinkled on them. Nevertheless, the apparent allusion to the establishment 
of the covenant in Exodus 24 makes it possible that the author has in mind 
Christ’s “blood of the (new) covenant” or the “new covenant in Christ’s blood” 
in 1 Pet. 1:2. $is would involve stretching the metaphor considerably, yet 
there is precedent for this type of interpretation in a passage such as 1 Cor. 
12:13, where Paul says that in baptism believers “were all made to drink of 
one spirit,” even though the baptismal water was not drunk. In fact, it is even 
possible that the sprinkling with Christ’s blood in 1 Pet. 1:2 is an allusion to 
baptism, especially if the mode of sprinkling those baptized with water was 
practiced in the early church.72

As we have seen throughout this study, when the New Testament writings 
allude to Christ’s blood, they generally have in mind his faithfulness unto 
death in seeking the salvation of others out of love for them, the offering up 
of his life to God on behalf of others, his intercession to God for others, and 
at times the violent manner in which he was put to death.73 $e allusion to 
Christ’s blood in 1 Pet. 1:2 should be understood against the background of 
one or more of these ideas, though the author may also have had in mind the 
establishment of a new covenant through Jesus and the celebration of the 
Eucharist. According to any of these interpretations, the imagery of sprin-
kling remains problematic. It is probably best understood in terms of the 
identification of believers with some aspect of Christ’s blood.

Because the passage affirms that believers have been chosen “for obedi-
ence” as well as for sprinkling with Christ’s blood, it is possible that the author 
is referring to Christ’s own obedience to God and the full commitment he 
manifested in his death to the task God had given him of establishing a holy 
and righteous people who might experience God’s salvation. $e fact that 
the verse mentions the “sanctification of the Spirit” seems to support this 
interpretation, since in the New Testament the Spirit’s work of sanctification 
is customarily understood in terms of bringing about in believers a life of 

72. Didache 7:2-3 mentions the option of sprinkling those baptized with water, though a preference for 
other forms of baptism is affirmed.

73. Commenting on 1 Pet. 1:2, Paul J. Achtemeier rightly notes that the phrase “Christ’s blood” must be 
seen as referring, not merely to Christ’s death per se, but to “Jesus’ obedience, which led him to his self-sacrifice 
on the cross” (1 Peter: A Commentary on 1 Peter; ed. Eldon Jay Epp; Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996, 87).
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holiness rather than obtaining for believers a forensic standing in which they 
are accounted as holy before God. It is therefore possible that the author is 
affirming that believers are metaphorically sprinkled with Christ’s obedience 
or his commitment to doing God’s will in that they come to share in that 
same obedience and commitment.

On the basis of these ideas, to be sprinkled with Christ’s blood should 
probably be understood in terms of being included among those who live in 
the covenant relationship established through Jesus and his sacrificial death. 
As the immediate context indicates, this relationship involves obedience to 
God and Christ and a life of holiness brought about by the Holy Spirit in 
the context of the covenant community. Of course, it also involves receiving 
forgiveness through Christ when one sins and repents. Because believers are 
sprinkled with Christ’s blood in the sense that they live under the covenant 
established through his death, they can have assurance of forgiveness as long 
as they remain within that covenant relationship.

To be sprinkled with Christ’s blood in 1 Pet. 1:2, then, should be under-
stood in the sense of being identified as members of the people whose salva-
tion Christ sought and attained when he offered up his life to God. As he went 
to his death, he sought that a new covenant be established through him, that 
is, a new basis upon which God and human beings might relate to one another 
through his activity as mediator. His death laid the foundation for that cov-
enant, since it defined what living in that covenant under him involved: loving 
others and being willing to give up what is most precious in order to seek their 
well-being together with one’s own. $us to be sprinkled with Christ’s blood 
is to be identified as a member of the community that lives in the covenant 
established through Christ’s death, where all receive the gift of a new life in 
conformity with God’s will together with the forgiveness of their sins.

In accordance with what we find elsewhere in the New Testament, in 1 
Pet. 1:10-12 the author of 1 Peter affirms that what took place in Jesus’ final 
days and hours was foretold by the prophets. $ere he writes: “Concerning 
this salvation, the prophets who prophesied of the grace that was to be yours 
made careful search and inquiry, inquiring about the person or time that the 
Spirit of Christ within them indicated when it testified in advance to the suf-
ferings destined for Christ and the subsequent glory. It was revealed to them 
that they were serving not themselves but you, in regard to the things that 
have now been announced to you through those who brought you good news 
by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven—things into which angels long to look!” 
What is somewhat unique in this passage is that it is the Spirit of Christ him-
self who is seen as having revealed to the prophets what would happen many 
centuries before his death, rather than the Spirit of God. $e author also fol-
lows the tradition we have seen elsewhere in affirming that the prophets had 
in mind not only what would happen to Christ, but the manner in which the 
gospel concerning Christ would be proclaimed to the gentiles, such as those 
to whom the letter is addressed.
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In the following verses, the author exhorts his readers to live as obedi-
ent children, no longer conforming to the desires that arose out of their for-
mer ignorance, but instead being holy in all their conduct (1:13-17). He then 
continues: “You know that it was not with perishable things like silver or 
gold that you were redeemed from the futile ways inherited from your ances-
tors, but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without fault 
or defect, who was foreknown before the foundation of the world, but was 
revealed at the end of the ages for your sake. $rough him you have come to 
trust in God, who raised him from the dead and gave him glory, so that your 
faith and hope are set on God” (1:18-21). Here, as in Tit. 2:14, Christ is said 
to have redeemed believers, not from guilt or condemnation for their sins, but 
from their sinful ways.

$e idea behind the author’s words in 1 Pet. 1:18-21, then, is that Christ 
gave up his life in order to bring about in others—in particular gentiles who 
did not know God—a new way of life in accordance with God’s will. $is 
presupposes, of course, what the author himself affirmed in 1:10-12: that 
Christ knew before he died that following his resurrection the gospel would 
be proclaimed around the world and that, as a result, many gentiles would be 
brought to faith so as to leave behind their former way of life and come to live 
holy lives pleasing to God under his lordship. 

According to the author, in order for this new reality to come to pass, it 
was necessary for Christ to give up his life. $is was not only because Christ 
could only expect others to adopt the way of thinking and living that he had 
taught and embodied if he himself remained committed to that way of life 
in spite of the consequences, which in his case involved a violent death, but 
also because he could only expect God to raise and exalt him to continue and 
complete his salvific activity on behalf of others throughout the world if he 
was willing to lay down his life for that activity. Everything that followed 
upon his death, including not only his glorification but the establishment and 
growth of the community of believers, the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, the 
proclamation of the gospel throughout the world, the transformation of the 
lives of those who would become his followers, and his future return in glory 
to bring God’s reign to pass, depended on his being willing to give up his life 
when his work on behalf of others led to conflict and opposition. All of this 
formed part of the divine plan which, according to the author, was foreknown 
before the world’s foundation, but has only recently been revealed for the sake 
of all who come to know of that plan and see themselves as those who were 
contemplated in it from the very beginning (1:20).

$e terminology of redemption in this passage may also reflect the notion 
that the readers have been purchased or obtained by God through his Son’s 
death so as now to come to be God’s own possession.74 $is affirmation 

74. As Achtemeier observes, “$e redemption to which the author refers in this context is not so much 
from human sin or guilt as it is from a former way of life....” (1 Peter, 127). To use the word ransom here so as 
to speak of Christ’s death as a substitutionary payment, however, as Martin Williams does, involves affirming 
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appears explicitly in 2:9-10, where the author writes that the readers were 
previously not God’s people but have now come to belong to God as a people 
of his own.

In order to stress to the readers the immensity of Christ’s love for them, 
the author reminds them of the price that Christ paid in order to make it 
possible for them to leave behind their former ways and be transformed into 
obedient children so as to attain salvation through him. According to the 
logic of his affirmation, while silver and gold are extremely precious and are 
generally valued above almost everything else in the world, the price that both 
Christ and his Father paid was much greater: the violent death of Christ on 
the cross. In the mind of the author, there can be no greater cost than this and, 
for the same reason, no greater love as well.

$e author’s comparison between “the precious blood of Christ” and the 
blood of “a lamb without defect or blemish” seems to have the purpose of 
underscoring further the precious nature of Christ’s self-offering. According 
to the author’s logic, the sacrifice of a human life is precious, of greater value 
than silver or gold. $e sacrifice of that person’s life is considered to be of even 
greater value, however, when that person is “without blemish” or “faultless” 
(amōmos) and “without defect” or “pure” (aspilos). In the case of a lamb, of 
course, these adjectives describe physical traits. In contrast, when applied to 
Christ and his sacrificial death, these adjectives point to the idea that Christ 
was innocent of any wrongdoing and instead was fully committed to all that 
was just and right. $us the author’s logic seems to be that, if there was any 
life worthy of being saved or spared, it was that of Christ. Similarly, if there 
was any person who had a right to protest his innocence and object to the 
injustices being perpetrated against him, it was Christ. Instead, however, due 
to his love for others and his desire for them to be redeemed from their sinful 
ways, Christ went to his death like a lamb, without attempting to save his life 
or escape the cross. 

It is also possible that the author has in mind the idea that God gave up 
or sacrificed his Son in the same way that a person might offer up a lamb in 
sacrifice. If so, the emphasis is not only on what it cost Christ to redeem the 
readers from their former futile way of life but what it cost God his Father, 
namely, the life or blood of his beloved Son. $e difficulty involved in this 
interpretation, however, is that sacrifices were offerings made to God and 
therefore God would be the one both presenting and receiving the sacrifice.

either that Christ paid a price to the devil so that the devil might release the readers from their “futile ways”—
an idea that is highly problematic for reasons we have already seen—or that Christ’s death was a ransom price 
paid to God so that God might forgive the readers their sins and thereby enable them to leave those “futile 
ways” behind (%e Doctrine of Salvation in the First Letter of Peter; SNTSMS 149; Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2011, 82-97). Nothing in the text supports this latter idea, however, since for the author what 
frees believers from their “futile ways” is not the forgiveness of sins, but Christ’s willingness to give up his life 
so that the new, obedient people that God had sought to bring about through him might come into existence. 
As we have seen repeatedly, had Christ not been willing to give up his life, neither he nor his Father could have 
rightly expected that such a people might now exist and that gentiles such as the readers of the epistle might 
form part of that people.
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$e language of redemption through the blood of Christ as that of a lamb 
also brings to mind the story of the exodus, when the Israelites were redeemed 
from their bondage to the Egyptians after they smeared on the lintels and 
doorposts of their houses the blood of the lambs they had sacrificed. In this 
case, the idea would be that, just as the Israelites were delivered from their life 
of slavery under the Pharoah through the blood of a lamb, so also believers 
in Christ were delivered from their life of slavery to sin through the blood of 
Christ as a lamb. Although in many regards the way that the Israelites had 
been redeemed through the blood of a lamb was not at all comparable to 
the way that believers in Christ had been redeemed through his death, this 
type of analogy would have been in line with the typological readings of the 
Hebrew Scriptures that we have seen elsewhere in the New Testament.

1 Peter 2

In 1 Pet. 2:4-10, the author of the epistle returns to the idea that the Hebrew 
Scriptures foretold the establishment of the community of believers by means 
of Christ and his death. After referring to Jesus as a “living stone that has been 
rejected by human beings but is chosen and precious in the sight of God,” he 
also calls believers “living stones” that are being “built up as a spiritual house 
to be a holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices pleasing to God through 
Jesus Christ” (vv. 4-5). $e author then cites Isa. 28:16, Ps. 118:22, and Isa. 
8:14 to present Jesus as the cornerstone rejected by the builders and as a stone 
that makes others stumble. $is reflects ideas found in the Synoptics, Acts, 
and Romans, where these same passages are also seen as prophecies regard-
ing the new reality that has come to pass through Jesus and his death.75 $e 
author is also undoubtedly alluding to the idea that the Scriptures foretold 
that Jesus would be rejected by many of his own people, including especially 
their leaders. As a result of his death, God raised Jesus in order to make him 
the cornerstone of a new spiritual temple constituted by believers. By allow-
ing himself to be crucified by those who sought his death, then, Jesus made it 
possible for God to establish a new, holy people through him.

$e author’s purpose in alluding to these ideas from the same tradition 
found elsewhere in the New Testament must be seen in the context to which 
the letter responds. As the readers endure suffering and persecution because 
of their faith in Christ, they are to recall that Christ himself was rejected, only 
to be subsequently raised by God from the dead and established as the corner-
stone of the new spiritual temple constituted by his followers. $erefore, the 
readers can be confident that, if they remain faithful to Jesus as “living stones” 
in this new temple, even though they may endure persecution and rejection 
at the hands of others, God has accepted them as his own people and will 
fulfill the promises he has made to them, just as in Christ he has fulfilled the 
promises he made to Israel regarding a savior.

75. See Matt. 21:42; Mark 12:10-11; Luke 20:17; Acts 4:11; Rom. 9:32-33; 10:11; cf. Eph. 2:20-22.
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$e next allusion to Jesus’ suffering and death occurs in the context of an 
exhortation to house servants to be submissive to their masters (2:18-25):

2:18 Slaves, accept the authority of your masters with all deference, not only those 
who are kind and gentle but also those who are harsh.  19 For it is a credit to you 
if, being aware of God, you endure pain while suffering unjustly.  20 If you endure 
when you are beaten for doing wrong, what credit is that? But if you endure 
when you do right and suffer for it, you have God’s approval.  21 For to this you 
have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so 
that you should follow in his steps.  22 “He committed no sin, and no deceit was 
found in his mouth.”  23 When he was abused, he did not return abuse; when 
he suffered, he did not threaten; but he entrusted himself to the one who judges 
justly.  24 He himself bore our sins in his body upon the tree, so that, having died 
to sins, we might live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed.  25 
For you were going astray like sheep, but now you have returned to the shepherd 
and guardian of your souls.

As we have noted previously, this passage has traditionally been regarded 
as one of the clearest expressions of the penal substitution interpretation of 
Jesus’ death in the New Testament, particularly because of the allusions to 
Isaiah 53.76 According to this interpretation, the quotation of Isa. 53:9 in 1 
Pet. 2:22 establishes that Jesus was qualified to die for the sins of others as 
their substitute because he had committed no sins of his own and was there-
fore perfectly innocent.77 Subsequently, the allusion to vv. 4-6 and 12 of Isaiah 
53 in 1 Pet. 2:24-25 serves to express the idea that Jesus bore the punishment 
of the sins of humanity on the cross. $e “healing” mentioned at the end of 
v. 24 in the phrase “by his wounds you have been healed” is understood as 
referring to the forgiveness believers attain as a result of Christ’s atoning suf-
ferings and death.78 $e affirmation in v. 21 that “Christ also suffered for you” 
is interpreted on the basis of these same ideas as well. 

In Chapter 4 of this study, following a detailed analysis of Isaiah 53, I 
have argued that there is nothing in that passage that would have led those 
who read it in antiquity to interpret the sufferings and death of the servant 
mentioned there in terms of penal substitution. A close look at 1 Pet. 2:18-25 
reveals that the idea of penal substitution is entirely absent here as well. $e 
most important point to note is that the author explicitly presents Christ as 
an example for the house servants to whom his words are addressed. Just as 
Christ was willing to endure the suffering unjustly inflicted on him out of 
love for others and did not curse or threaten those who mistreated him, so 
also those believers who are house servants are to act righteously and bear 

76. For a penal substitution interpretation of this passage together with other passages in 1 Peter that 
allude to Jesus’ death or blood, see Paul W. Felix, “Penal Substitution in the New Testament: A Focused Look 
at 1 Peter,” MSJ 20 (2009): 171-97.

77. $is logic is expressed by Achtemeier’s affirmation that “as righteous [ Jesus] did not have to die for his 
own sin” (1 Peter, 247, commenting on 1 Pet. 3:18). 

78. Goppelt, for example, writes with regard to 1 Pet. 2:24, “Jesus suffered innocently as the righteous 
One like the Servant of God. For this reason his suffering unto death was, like that of the Servant [in Isaiah 
53], vicarious atonement.... Jesus bore our sins by suffering the judgment for them; he took the judgment en tō 

sōmati, i.e., in his bodily and human existence, upon himself ” (1 Peter, 212-13).
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patiently whatever sufferings their masters unjustly inflict on them, without 
cursing or threatening them. $is constitutes the central point of the passage.

When the author quotes Isa. 53:9, “He committed no sin, and no deceit 
was found in his mouth,” then, his point is not that throughout his entire life 
Christ was perfectly sinless and that this sinlessness qualified him to die as 
the substitute for others.79 What the author has in mind in 1 Pet. 2:22 is that 
Christ had not done anything to deserve the abuse and suffering inflicted on 
him in his passion and death. $is reflects the same idea found in the original 
passage from Isaiah 53, which describes the abuse and suffering inflicted on 
the servant. $e passage was not affirming that throughout his entire life, the 
servant had never committed any type of sin, since in ancient Hebrew and 
Jewish thought, no human being is without sin. Rather, the idea in Isaiah 53 
is that those who mistreated, pierced, scourged, and killed the servant did so 
unjustly, because the servant had not committed any wrongdoing that was 
deserving of such treatment. 

It is of course possible that the author of 1 Peter believed that, from the 
time Jesus was born until the moment he died, Jesus never committed any 
sin whatsoever. It is questionable, however, whether Jesus’ first followers ever 
reflected on that question or ascribed any importance to it. Claims regarding 
Jesus’ absolute perfection and sinlessness over the course of his entire life seem 
to have arisen only in later centuries as part of the theological schemes devel-
oped by Christian theologians to explain how the incarnation, life, death, and 
resurrection of God’s Son had saved humanity.

In 1 Pet. 2:23, the author also presents Christ as an example for believers 
to follow: “When he was abused, he did not return abuse; when he suffered, 
he did not threaten; but he entrusted himself to the one who judges justly.” 
$e abuse to which the author refers is that which the evangelists describe 
Jesus receiving at the hands of the soldiers. $e suffering is that which he 
endured during his passion and crucifixion.80 $e author is stressing that Jesus 
did not respond by cursing or threatening those who inflicted that abuse and 
suffering on him but bore it in silence. Instead of wishing ill upon those mis-
treating him, Jesus simply “entrusted himself to the one who judges justly,” 
that is, of course, God. $is involves leaving any retribution or punishment 
of those who committed the injustices against him entirely to God, as well as 
commending his cause to God, trusting that God would eventually do justice 
by raising him from the dead.

79. Commenting on 1 Pet. 2:21-24, for example, after speaking of “the vicarious sacrifice of Christ” and 
“the unique benefits of Christ’s death,” $omas R. Schreiner claims that for the author of 1 Peter, “Christ’s 
substitutionary death is the sole basis of the relationship of believers with God (1:18-19; 2:24; 3:18),” and that 
“Christ’s sinlessness is the basis upon which his death can function as a vicarious sacrifice for believers” (1, 2 

Peter, Jude: An Exegetical and %eological Exposition of Holy Scripture; NAC 37; Nashville: B & H Publishing, 
2003, 142).

80. J. Ramsey Michaels affirms that the sufferings the author mentions in 1 Pet. 2:23-24 allude to Jesus’ 
passion, yet he also admits the possibility that they refer to what Jesus suffered during his ministry as a whole 
(1 Peter; WBC 49; Waco, TX: Word, 1989, 142-43, 145).



 Allusions to Jesus’ Death in 1 Peter 889

$e author’s point in this passage, therefore, is that the house servants who 
faced abuse and mistreatment at the hands of their owners were to respond in 
the same way that Jesus had responded to those who abused and mistreated 
him.81 $is is precisely what the author stresses in 2:21: “For to this you have 
been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so 
that you should follow in his steps.” When the author continues by immedi-
ately citing Isa. 53:9 to affirm Christ’s innocence and then alludes to the way 
Jesus responded to the mistreatment he unjustly endured, the author is hardly 
claiming that his readers are to follow Christ’s example in living a perfectly 
sinless life from birth to death. Rather, he is telling the house servants that 
they are to strive to avoid committing any type of wrongdoing that might 
lead to them being punished justly by their masters, as 2:18-20 makes clear. 
If in spite of their righteous behavior they are abused and mistreated by their 
masters unjustly, they are not to return that abuse or threaten their masters. 
Instead, following Jesus’ example, they are to leave justice in God’s hands and 
trust that God will ultimately take care of them and vindicate them (2:23). As 
2:20 indicates, when they act in this way, they have God’s approval.

$ese same ideas and this same logic must be seen as carrying on from 1 
Pet. 2:22-23 to v. 24, which immediately follows: “He himself bore our sins 
in his body upon the tree, so that, having died to sins, we might live for righ-
teousness; by his wounds you have been healed.” Here the author has in mind 
what Jesus suffered during his crucifixion, in particular what he suffered “in 
his body.” $e abuse which the house servants suffered at the hands of their 
masters was often of a physical nature. $ey received beatings or lashings that 
left wounds. $e author is therefore comparing the physical abuse and bodily 
wounds endured by the house servants to those endured by Christ in his pas-
sion and crucifixion. He does this by citing words from Isa. 53:4-6, 12. 

By means of his allusion to the suffering servant of Isaiah 53, the author 
also introduces another idea. Not only did Christ endure the same type of 
verbal, emotional, and physical abuse that house servants suffer, but he also 
did so on account of their sins and, of course, the sins of others as well. Viewed 
in this context, the author seems to be reminding the house servants that 
Christ had been willing to endure the cruel suffering of the cross so that they 
themselves might become members of his community of followers so as to be 
saved. Like their masters, they too were sinners. Yet just as Christ had “borne 
their sins” on the cross in the sense of enduring the torments inflicted on him 
in order that they might be delivered from their sinful life and attain forgive-
ness and salvation, so also the house servants were to be willing to “bear the 

81. After noting the context of persecution that forms the background to the author’s exhortations in 1 
Pet. 2:21-24, Steven Tracy rightly stresses that the author there is addressing “a very culturally specific type of 
violence in the context of a household code” (“Domestic Violence in the Church and Redemptive Suffering 
in 1 Peter,” CTJ 41 [2006]: 288). Tracy also adds that, in the author’s mind, suffering abuse is by no means 
redemptive in and of itself, and that the example that believers are to follow is not that of allowing themselves 
to be abused, as Christ was when he was judged by the authorities, but that of responding to unjust abuse in 
the way Christ did (292-96).
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sins” committed against them in their bodies by their masters by responding 
only with “righteousness” to the abuse and mistreatment they received and 
merely entrusting themselves “to the one who judges justly,” as Christ had 
done. In other words, by bearing the sins of others—the sins their masters 
unjustly committed against them—by patiently enduring the physical abuse 
of their masters, they would be acting just as Christ did, when he bore the sins 
of others without threatening them and responded to their actions only with 
righteousness, entrusting himself to God. 

In the author’s thought, then, the sins that Christ bore in his body were in 
particular the sins of those who unjustly mistreated him and had him cruci-
fied, even though he was innocent of any wrongdoing. However, they were also 
the sins of others, such as the house servants to whom the author addresses 
his words, since the suffering that Jesus was enduring was the result of his 
commitment to saving people everywhere from their sins, including especially 
those who would become his followers. In other words, the reason he was 
suffering was so that people throughout the world—like the house servants—
might be saved or “healed” in the sense of being redeemed from their sinful 
way of life (cf. 1 Pet. 1:18-19) and on that basis obtaining God’s acceptance 
and forgiveness. Christ had died on the cross as a result of his efforts to save 
others from their sins in the sense that his death was the result of his dedica-
tion to the task of establishing an alternative community of people who would 
follow him by leaving behind their sinful ways so as to be “free from sins” 
(v. 24) and by dedicating themselves instead to practicing “righteousness” or 
justice. $ose who came to form part of that community, of course, would 
thereby obtain the approval and acceptance of God, who would overlook their 
sins by virtue of their commitment to following Christ as their Lord (v. 20). 
$e author’s point, then, is that if Christ had been willing to bear their sins on 
his body for their sake, they should also be willing to bear the sins of others 
such as their masters on their body for the sake of their masters and others. 

Of course, behind the author’s logic is the story that the first believers told 
regarding God, Christ, and human beings as a whole. $e reason that it had 
been necessary for Christ to come into the world and carry out a ministry 
that had led to his suffering and death was precisely that human beings had 
fallen irremediably into sinful ways of life and needed to be brought back to 
God. $e affirmation that Christ “bore our sins in his body upon the tree” 
should be understood in this sense. $e author’s idea is not that, in some 
mysterious fashion, the sins of all human beings were concentrated into a 
single entity and then somehow transferred to Christ on the cross. Much less 
is the author affirming that the punishment that human beings of all times 
and places deserved on account of their sins had been laid upon Christ so that 
he might die as their substitute on the cross and thereby obtain their salva-
tion. Such interpretations of this passage involve reading back into it later 
theological ideas regarding the need for Christ to die on the cross in order 
to atone for the sins of humanity. $is involves divorcing the passage entirely 
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from its immediate context, in which its meaning is quite clear: the author’s 
purpose is to exhort those believers who are house servants to respond to the 
physical abuse they receive at the hands of their masters in the same way that 
Christ had responded to the physical abuse that he endured in his passion 
and death out of love for them due to his desire to save them and others from 
their sinful ways. As sinners who have been graciously healed, forgiven, and 
saved as a result of the love that led Christ to endure patiently the injustice of 
being nailed to a cross so as to die a horrendous death there, they are to die 
to sin—including especially the sin of responding aggressively to the masters 
who abuse them—and dedicate themselves to living righteous, blameless lives 
out of love for God and for others—including their masters—in response to 
the grace and mercy shown them in Christ.

When the author of 1 Peter looks to Isa. 53:4, 12 to affirm that Christ 
“bore our sins in his body upon the tree,” therefore, he means that in his 
sufferings on the cross, Christ bore the consequences of his commitment 
and dedication to saving others from their sins. $e author’s affirmation that 
Christ’s objective was “so that, having died to sins, we might live for righ-
teousness” makes it clear that in his mind Christ bore the sins of others on the 
cross not merely to obtain divine forgiveness for those sins, but in order to bring 
others to leave behind their sinful ways and instead practice justice and righteous-
ness. $is new life was the ground upon which their sins would be forgiven. 
$us Christ’s bearing the sins of others must be understood in the sense that, 
in order to bring others to abandon their sinful life and return to God—like 
sheep that have wandered from their shepherd and need to be returned to 
him (2:25)—, it was necessary for Christ to suffer what he did on the cross. 
$is is not, however, because those sufferings in themselves made atonement 
for sins or brought the people back to God. Rather, the author’s idea is that, 
in order for Christ to bring back to God the sheep that had wandered, it had 
been necessary for him to carry out a ministry that would lead to his death 
and then to accept that death so that all that he had worked to establish dur-
ing his life might come to pass and bear fruit once he had been raised and 
exalted. $e imagery here is basically the same as that found in John 10 as well 
as the parables of the lost sheep in Matt. 18:12-14 and Luke 15:3-7 (cf. Heb. 
13:20): the shepherd puts his life at risk and may even be killed as a result of 
his efforts to bring back into the flock the sheep that have gone astray.

It is also possible that, when the author wrote that Christ “bore our sins 
in his body,” he had in mind something similar to what we mean in English 
when we speak of bearing the sins of others on our hearts. $is means that 
we are deeply grieved in our hearts by the sins of others and long for them to 
leave behind their sinful ways so as to live differently. $is kind of “bearing 
sins” generally involves offering up intercessions to God on behalf of those 
who are engaged in the sinful activity that grieves us, asking that God enable 
them to change and become different people. If 1 Pet. 2:24 is understood 
on the basis of these ideas, then Christ bore the sins of others in his body in 
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essentially the same way that believers bear the sins of others in their heart. 
$e difference, of course, is that in his death Christ suffered physically in his 
body and not just spiritually or emotionally in his heart. In this case, he bore 
the sins of others in the sense that he was deeply grieved by those sins and 
earnestly sought that people be enabled to turn away from those sins for their 
own good. As a result, he not only interceded to God on behalf of others in 
his life and death but also carried out a ministry aimed at bringing them back 
to God. $at ministry led not only to the cross, which Christ endured will-
ingly out of love for God and others, but to his resurrection as well, since God 
raised him on account of his faithfulness to bearing the sins of others both 
on his heart and in his body. His resurrection also enables him to continue to 
bear the sins of others in this sense by means of his ongoing activity on behalf 
of others from God’s side in heaven. In fact, this meaning of bearing sins is 
suggested by the Hebrew text of Isaiah 53:12, which concludes by affirming 
that the servant “bore the sin of many and interceded for the transgressors.” 
$is suggests that bearing sins has to do with imploring God not only to for-
give others but to enable them to change their ways as well.

Even if the affirmation that Christ bore the sins of others in his body on 
the cross is seen as expressing a variety of ideas, the main idea that would 
come to the mind of those who read and heard the allusions the author makes 
to Isaiah 53 would be that of Jesus bearing unjustly the aggressions of sin-
ners due to his efforts to bring others back to God, as well as his responding 
to those aggressions in a spirit of love and forgiveness rather than hatred or 
vengeance. As we saw in Chapter 4 of this work, this is what Isaiah 53 as a 
whole was about: a prophetic figure enduring suffering and death unjustly as a 
result of God’s sending him into the midst of a sinful people in order to bring 
them to repent and change, as well as the servant’s deep love for those people 
in spite of the way they mistreated him.

$e affirmations that Christ “suffered for you, leaving you an example, so 
that you should follow in his steps” in 1 Pet. 2:21 and that “by his wounds you 
have been healed” in 2:24 would be understood on the basis of the same ideas. 
Christ had suffered for them in the sense that he had suffered as a result of 
his efforts to establish a community of people who would obtain salvation by 
being enabled to live in conformity with God’s will by following in his foot-
steps. In particular, he had sought that people from around the world, includ-
ing especially gentiles such as the readers, might be incorporated into that 
community after his death. As believers, the readers could therefore count 
themselves among those for whom Christ had suffered and those who now 
lived according to the example he had left for others to follow. 

Similarly, they could count themselves among those who had been “healed 
through his wounds.” As the dative tō mōlōpi makes clear, those wounds were 
the means by which they had come to be healed. $e idea is therefore not 
that Christ’s wounds themselves healed the readers in the sense that those 
wounds made atonement for their sins or obtained their forgiveness, as if 
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God needed to inflict pain on someone to satisfy his justice and appease his 
wrath. Rather, by patiently enduring abuse and then offering up his life on the 
cross, Jesus had made it possible for the readers now to experience the new 
life they enjoyed in the context of the community of believers.82 Believers are 
thus healed in the sense that they have died to sin and now live to justice and 
righteousness (v. 24) and are like sheep who once were lost, but have now been 
brought back to their shepherd so as to live under him as the “overseer of their 
lives” (episkopos tōn psuchōn humōn, v. 25). Undoubtedly, as they live in this way, 
they are also healed in the sense of experiencing God’s forgiveness, yet the 
basis for this forgiveness is that by faith they follow Christ as their shepherd.

In the context of his argument, therefore, it is clear why the author 
decided to allude to Christ’s sufferings and death in this passage. His purpose 
throughout the passage is to exhort the house servants to do good and submit 
to their masters even when this involves being abused and mistreated by those 
masters unjustly, without directing curses and threats at their owners or wish-
ing them ill. Of course, the author undoubtedly desired that the basic prin-
ciples behind his exhortation to the house servants be heeded by the other 
members of the communities to which he wrote who were not house servants. 
In that sense, he intended his exhortation for all his readers. 

According to the author, by responding in the same way Christ did to 
those who unjustly abused and crucified him when they are unjustly mis-
treated, the readers will also contribute to the salvation of others in a way 
that is similar to the way Christ’s own response to the suffering inflicted on 
him contributed to that end. By enduring abuse the way Christ did and not 
responding in a spirit of hatred or vengeance toward those responsible for that 
abuse, they will give a good witness regarding what it means to live as a fol-
lower of Christ and to love others in the same way he did, no matter how they 
are treated. $is witness may attract others to the faith, whether it be those 
who are abusive or other persons who observe how believers respond to the 
abuse they unjustly receive.

Today, of course, there are many aspects of this passage that many of us 
would find highly problematic. Feminist theologians in particular have argued 
convincingly that the logic of the ideas just expressed has led women and oth-
ers living in contexts of domination and oppression to feel obliged to endure 
passively and silently the different forms of emotional, verbal, and physical 
abuse to which they are subjected. To allow oneself to be abused passively 
is regarded as being loving and “Christ-like,” while to protest against such 
abuse or stand up to it is to fail to follow Christ’s example and thus not to 
be “Christ-like.” While this is not the place to enter into a discussion of this 

82. Goppelt rightly notes that the healing mentioned in 1 Pet. 2:25 does not refer to salvation or forgiveness 
but to a healing “from sinning” that involves “a turning, of those who like sheep have been wandering about, to 
the shepherd Christ” (1 Peter, 215). Michaels similarly affirms that the author of this epistle “uses healing as a 
metaphor for religious conversion” (1 Peter, 149). $ese interpretations stand in contrast to that of Schreiner, 
who writes with regard to 1 Pet. 2:25 that “the healing involves forgiveness of sins,” since Christ “atoned for 
sins by his substitutionary death” (1, 2 Peter, 146-47).
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subject, I would simply note briefly that Christians today must be extremely 
careful to read and interpret Scripture in ways that do not justify, promote, or 
defend abuse or injustice of any kind. Instead, faithfulness to Christ and the 
God who sent him demands that believers stand up and speak out against the 
unjust treatment of some by others, especially when Scripture is (mis)used to 
justify such treatment. At times, of course, it is right for believers to endure 
persecution and opposition patiently rather than seeking any type of retribu-
tion. Under some circumstances, silence can be a form of active protest rather 
than passive resignation. However, to entrust justice to “the one who judges 
justly” is to be committed to seeking justice for all as God does. $e author 
of 1 Peter is therefore exhorting his readers, not to let others abuse of them 
freely, but to remain committed to seeking the well-being and wholeness of 
others—including their masters—no matter how others treat them.

1 Peter 3-4

In 1 Pet. 3:8-22, the author of the epistle returns to the same ideas just con-
sidered. $ere he exhorts his readers to be united in sympathy, love, and 
humility without repaying evil for evil or abuse for abuse; instead, they are to 
repay with a blessing (vv. 8-9). Whatever suffering believers endure is to be 
the result of doing what is good and right rather than doing evil (vv. 13-16). 
$e author then develops this last point further:

3:17 For it is better to suffer for doing good, if suffering should be God’s will, 
than to suffer for doing evil.  18 For Christ also suffered for sins once for all, the 
righteous for the unrighteous, in order to bring you to God. He was put to death 
in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit,  19 in which also he went and made a 
proclamation to the spirits in prison,  20 who in former times did not obey, when 
God waited patiently in the days of Noah, during the building of the ark, in which 
a few, that is, eight persons, were saved through water.  21 And baptism, which 
this prefigured, now saves you—not as a removal of dirt from the body, but as an 
appeal to God for a good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ,  22 
who has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of God, with angels, authori-
ties, and powers made subject to him.

Once again, part of this passage has traditionally been interpreted on the 
basis of a penal substitution view. In this case, the phrase “Christ also suffered 
for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous” in 3:18 is understood 
in the sense that Christ suffered the penalty for human sins once and for all 
time on the cross. As the righteous one, he exchanged places with the unrigh-
teous so as not only to absorb their punishment but also to communicate to 
them his own perfect righteousness in what Martin Luther called the “happy 
exchange.”83

83. Joel B. Green, for example, affirms that the author of 1 Peter “speaks of the efficacy of sacrifice in terms 
of exchange and representation: sin and death transferred to the sacrificial victim, Jesus, and his purity and life 
to those who receive the benefits of the sacrifice” (1 Peter; THNTC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007, 89). On 
Luther’s teaching regarding the “happy exchange,” see Randall C. Zachman, %e Assurance of Faith: Conscience 

in the %eology of Martin Luther and John Calvin (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2005), 54-57.
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Such an interpretation once again divorces the allusion to Christ’s death 
from its context and involves reading back into the passage ideas from later 
Christian thought. As in 2:18-25, the context is that of exhortation: in 3:17, 
the author stresses once more that, if his readers suffer, it should be for doing 
good rather than doing evil. His affirmation in 3:18 that “Christ also suffered 
for sins once for all” serves to develop this argument further. $e use of the 
word “also” (kai) makes it clear that he is comparing the suffering of believers 
for doing good and refraining from doing evil with the suffering that Christ 
endured for doing good and opposing evil. $e fact that this involves exhort-
ing the readers to be willing to suffer as Christ did is also evident from the 
words that immediately follow 3:22: “Since therefore Christ suffered in the 
flesh, arm yourselves also with the same intention” (4:1). $e author is thus 
pointing to Christ’s sufferings in order to exhort the readers to be willing to 
suffer for doing good as well.

Furthermore, while undoubtedly the author recognized that his readers 
were not fully righteous of their own accord and before coming to faith were 
counted among the unrighteous, the fact that he considers them righteous 
is evident from his words to them in 3:10-14. $ere he quotes Ps. 34:12-16 
as a basis for exhorting the readers to refrain from evil and deceit and to do 
good and seek peace: “the eyes of the Lord are on the righteous, and his ears 
are open to their prayer. But the face of the Lord is against those who do 
evil.” If the author is therefore exhorting his readers to be righteous, when he 
alludes to Christ as the righteous one who suffered for the unrighteous, he is 
presenting Christ as an example of what the readers are also to do and be, not 
claiming that only Christ could suffer for the sins of others because he alone 
was truly righteous. $e fact that the author is citing Christ as an example of 
how righteous believers are to deal with the unrighteous is evident from what 
the author affirms in the verses immediately preceding 3:17-18:

Now who will harm you if you are eager to do what is good? But even if you do 
suffer for doing what is right, you are blessed. Do not fear what they fear, and do 
not be intimidated, but in your hearts sanctify Christ as Lord. Always be ready to 
make your defense to anyone who demands from you an accounting for the hope 
that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and respect. Maintain a good conscience, 
so that, when you are maligned, those who abuse you for your good conduct in 
Christ may be put to shame (3:13-16).

According to the logic of these verses, by living righteously and suffering 
for doing so, the readers will be able to communicate to non-believers the 
hope that is in them, demonstrate gentleness and respect toward them, and 
put their abusers to shame. In essence, this involves the righteous suffering 
on behalf of (huper) the unrighteous, since through their unjust suffering, the 
righteous believers are able to give witness of their faith and at the same time 
make evident to all the wickedness and injustice of those who abuse them. 
$is serves not only to shame their abusers and perhaps lead them to change, 
but also to give witness to the rest of the world that, even though they are 
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suffering as believers, the cause of this suffering is not their own wickedness. 
$eir suffering is not a punishment from God for their sins but is instead the 
result of the injustice and evil of those abusing them. By suffering righteously 
on behalf of the unrighteous as Christ did, then, they promote righteousness 
and give public testimony in a way that may bring others to the faith.

Viewed in the context of this section, the author’s affirmation that “Christ 
also suffered for sins (peri hamartiōn) once for all” can be understood in a 
couple of ways. $e Greek preposition used here, peri, is somewhat ambigu-
ous in that it merely indicates some type of relation between Christ’s suffering 
and sins without defining what that relation is. Since the passage is alluding 
to the suffering inflicted on believers by non-believers, the author may be 
alluding to what Christ suffered at the hands of those who mistreated and 
crucified him. In this case, Christ’s suffering is the result of the sins of those 
who opposed and rejected him. Of course, if this is what the author means, 
he would also have in mind the reasons why Jesus was opposed and rejected, 
namely, his activity to bring others into conformity with God’s will as that 
will was redefined through him. In fact, in 1 Pet. 3:18 the author explicitly 
states to the readers the purpose of Christ’s suffering: “in order to bring you 
to God.” $is is what Christ had lived, suffered, and died for.

Rather than referring only to the sins of those responsible for what Christ 
suffered during his last hours, the phrase peri hamartiōn may instead involve 
an allusion to human sin in general. In this case, the sins of those who mis-
treated and crucified Christ would be seen as an instance of human sinfulness 
in general, the same sinfulness that the readers of 1 Peter experience when 
they are made to suffer for doing good. Once more, the idea would be that 
the sinfulness of human beings caused Christ’s sufferings, not only because he 
faced opposition from others, but because he sought to bring others to leave 
behind their sinful ways and turn to God through him.

Seen in the context of the story as a whole that was told by Jesus’ first fol-
lowers, his sufferings were the result, not only of his attempts to bring others 
to God during his own lifetime, but also of his commitment to making it pos-
sible for many others from throughout the world to be saved from their sinful 
ways by being brought to God. $is would take place following his death and 
resurrection. His sufferings and death would lead to the establishment of the 
church, the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, and the spread of the gospel once 
he had been raised, since his faithfulness unto death to the task he had under-
taken of being God’s instrument to bring about this new reality would make 
it possible for that new reality to come about. In this case, Jesus’ suffering for 
sins involved suffering as a result of his desire that in the future human beings 
from around the world might be brought to abandon their sinful lifestyle and 
come to serve and obey God as members of the community under his lord-
ship so as to obtain God’s forgiveness and acceptance.

Elsewhere in the Septuagint and the New Testament, the phrase peri 
hamartiōn is used with reference to making atonement for sins, often through 



 Allusions to Jesus’ Death in 1 Peter 897

sacrifice, though the singular peri hamartias is more common in this regard, 
especially in the Septuagint.84 In principle, therefore, it is possible that peri 
hamartiōn is used in this sense in 1 Pet. 3:18. In that case, the author is affirm-
ing that Christ suffered in order to make atonement for sins. $e primary dif-
ficulty with such a reading is that it seems out of place here, since the author 
is not discussing how believers obtain forgiveness for their sins but is instead 
exhorting believers to be willing to suffer on behalf of what is good and right 
as Christ did. Clearly, believers cannot be expected to imitate Christ in mak-
ing atonement for the sins of others through their suffering. 

Nevertheless, if one insists on interpreting Christ’s suffering for sins in 
3:18 in the sense that he suffered to make atonement for sins, it must be 
stressed once more that in ancient Jewish thought and in the New Testament, 
what makes atonement is never suffering or death per se, but the return of 
God’s people to him in a spirit of repentance, obedience, and love. $erefore, 
if this verse is interpreted in the sense that Christ suffered to make atone-
ment for sins, the idea would be essentially the same as that which we have 
just seen. His suffering would be attributed to the fact that he sought to bring 
others to leave behind their sinful ways and turn to God. On that basis, he 
offered himself up to God with the petition that God accept and forgive all 
those who would be committed to living in conformity with God’s will as 
it had been redefined through him. Because it was not Christ’s sufferings 
themselves that would be seen as making atonement, but the implicit peti-
tion Christ had made in death on behalf of those who had sinned but would 
now live as God desired under him, those sufferings would still be regarded 
as stemming from his efforts to bring others into conformity with God’s will. 
In other words, God would forgive the sins of those for whom Christ had 
offered himself up, not because Christ had suffered, as if God could only 
forgive sins once Christ had endured a sufficient amount of suffering. Rather, 
the basis for God’s forgiveness was that Christ’s faithfulness unto death to 
the task of bringing others back to God gave God assurance that, once Christ 
had been raised and exalted, those who lived under him as their Lord would 
indeed live in harmony with God’s will for their own good.

A number of ancient Greek manuscripts speak of Christ dying for sins 
rather than suffering for sins in 3:18.85 Even if this is the original reading, 
the basic idea would remain essentially the same. Christ would be said to 
have died for sins in the sense that he died as the result of the sins com-
mitted by others against him, as well as due to his efforts to bring others to 
abandon their sinful lifestyle and turn to God in repentance and obedience. 
Christ might also be seen as having died so that those efforts might bear 
fruit in the future around the world after his death, according to all that was 

84. $e phrases peri hamartiōn and peri hamartias are especially common in the passages that prescribe 
sacrifice in the Septuagint version of the Pentateuch, though they appear elsewhere as well in the Septuagint. 
In the New Testament, peri hamartiōn appears in Heb. 5:3 and 10:26 as well as 1 John 2:2 and 4:10, while peri 

hamartias is found in Heb. 10:6, 8, 18, and 13:11. See Elliot, 1 Peter, 640.
85. For references, see Elliot, 1 Peter, 524.
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contemplated in the divine plan of salvation foretold in the Scriptures. By 
dying rather than resisting death or fleeing from the cross, he had made it 
possible for a community of people committed to living in conformity with 
God’s will to be established and to spread throughout the world.

$e author of 1 Peter inserts the word hapax in the phrase under con-
sideration to affirm that Christ suffered “once” or “once for all” for sins. His 
intention seems to be that of indicating that Christ’s own suffering for the 
sins of others lies in the past, in contrast to the suffering of believers. $ere is 
no reason for interpreting this in the sense that, now that Christ has endured 
the amount of suffering that God’s justice required in order that satisfaction 
might be made for human sins, no further suffering is required either on his 
part or on the part of believers. On the contrary, the epistle speaks of believers 
suffering a great deal. It is possible, however, that the author is affirming that 
Christ had to endure a certain amount of suffering in his life and death in 
order to lay the foundation for the salvation of others and that his suffering is 
now complete. In that case, however, what demanded a certain amount of suf-
fering was not divine justice but the goal to which he was committed, which 
is defined in terms of bringing the readers and other believers to God (3:18). 
In that regard, no further suffering on Christ’s part is necessary, since he has 
done all that was needed in order to bring others to God.

$e fact that at the end of 3:18 the author continues by affirming that 
Christ “was put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit” also sug-
gests that he inserted the word hapax to indicate that Christ’s suffering lies 
in the past. A few verses later, the author affirms that “Christ suffered in the 
flesh” and adds that “whoever has suffered in the flesh has finished with sin” 
(4:1). Here once again, the author is exhorting believers to be willing to suffer 
by recalling what Christ suffered and calling on them to follow in Christ’s 
footsteps.

$e phrase “the righteous one for the unrighteous” in 3:18 should be 
understood in the sense that, even though he did not deserve to suffer, Christ 
was willing to do so in order to bring about the salvation of those who were 
undeserving of his love for them. In a sense, of course, all human beings are 
unrighteous, and Christ suffered as a result of his efforts to bring all to prac-
tice the righteousness of God and on that basis be accepted by God as righ-
teous through his mediatorship. In this sense, his suffering was “for the sake 
of ” (huper) the unrighteousness. $e author also probably has in mind the 
idea that a righteous person is generally not expected to suffer in order to 
obtain some good or benefit for those who are unrighteous, as Paul states in 
Rom. 5:7-8. $is may have been the predominant view in the Greco-Roman 
culture of which the readers formed part. According to such a way of think-
ing, one should only suffer for others if they are deserving of such efforts on 
their behalf. 

$e author therefore probably inserted this phrase for two purposes. First, 
he wanted to remind the readers that they have been saved thanks to Christ’s 
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willingness to suffer on their behalf in order to bring them back to God, even 
though they were undeserving of such love on the part of Christ and God. 
$is strengthens his argument that the readers themselves should be willing 
to suffer for others: those who have been shown such love by Christ should 
manifest the same love in their dealings with others. Second, in the context 
of his exhortation for them to suffer on behalf of those who mistreat them, 
the insertion of the phrase serves to underscore the point that, even though 
they are now righteous as members of God’s people, they must follow Christ 
in being willing to suffer on behalf of those who are undeserving of their love. 
$ey thus have no basis for arguing that they are not obliged to suffer on 
behalf of those who mistreat them because those persons are unrighteous and 
therefore unworthy of any efforts aimed at seeking their well-being and ulti-
mately their salvation. In fact, in reality no one is deserving of the gracious and 
unconditional love that God has shown for all in his Son; such a love can only 
be a gift, and this is the same gift that believers must in turn give to all persons 
without exception, independently of how they have been treated by others. 

As many interpreters of 1 Peter have recognized, the author’s argument 
in 3:19-22 is problematic not only because of the difficulties involved in dis-
cerning the original meaning of these verses, but also because it is not clear 
how they fit into the context of the overall argument of the section of which 
they form part.86 It seems clear that in vv. 19-20 the author speaks of Christ 
descending into the realm of the dead in order to make some proclamation 
there to the spirits of those who had been disobedient in former times. If this 
passage is read in conjunction with 4:6, which affirms that “the gospel was 
proclaimed even to the dead,” then the content of the proclamation men-
tioned in 3:19 was the gospel, and the purpose of the proclamation was that 
the dead “might live in the spirit” according to God’s will or in the way that 
God does (cf. 3:17; 4:2). Perhaps the author alludes to Christ’s descent into 
the underworld as a further example of how Christ was willing to suffer for 
the unrighteous, in this case, to proclaim the gospel to the spirits of the dead 
who had formerly been disobedient. $is is uncertain, however, since neither 
this passage nor any other in the New Testament speaks of Christ suffering 
when he descended into the realm of the dead. 

$e allusion in 3:20-21 to the salvation of eight persons from the flood in 
the ark in Noah’s day as a type of baptism also presents difficulties of inter-
pretation.87 What is clear, however, is that the author sees baptism as a cleans-
ing of the interior of believers rather than of their body. $e Greek phrase 
suneidēseōs agathēs eperōtēma eis theon can be translated either as “an appeal to 
God for a good conscience,” “an appeal to God from a good conscience,” or 

86. With regard to 1 Pet. 3:19, Achtemeier writes: “$is verse is one of the shorter, but surely the most 
problematic, in this letter, if not in the NT canon as a whole, and eludes any agreement on its precise meaning” 
(1 Peter, 252). $e difficulties involve both grammatical questions as well as questions regarding the spirits 
mentioned.

87. On the many difficulties involved in the author’s affirmations in 1 Pet. 3:20-21, see especially 
Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 262-67.
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perhaps even as an “appeal for/from a good conscience in relation to God.”88 
As in 3:16, where the author exhorts his readers to have “a good conscience, 
so that, when you are maligned, those who abuse you for your good conduct in 
Christ may be put to shame,” the “good conscience” mentioned in v. 21 should 
be understood, not so much as an awareness of freedom from guilt, but as a 
right way of thinking in conformity with God’s will. At any rate, according 
to what follows in vv. 21-22, this appeal is made “through the resurrection of 
Jesus Christ, who has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of God, with 
angels, authorities, and powers made subject to him.” It would appear that 
the author is stressing the idea that, just as Christ’s suffering to bring others 
to leave behind their sinful ways and turn to God led to his being exalted to 
a position of full power at God’s right hand, so also those who are willing to 
suffer for others and are baptized so as to be cleansed in their interior can have 
assurance of their salvation through Christ.

In the following verses, the author continues: “Since therefore Christ suf-
fered in the flesh, arm yourselves also with the same intention (for whoever 
has suffered in the flesh has finished with sin), so as to live for the rest of your 
earthly life no longer by human desires but by the will of God” (4:1-2). Here 
again, the idea is that believers should be willing to suffer in the way that 
Christ did due to the fact that they no longer live in sin, subject to human 
desires, but instead are committed to doing God’s will. $e author then tells 
the readers that they are no longer to live in the sins that characterize the lives 
of the gentiles, even though this will surprise their former acquaintances and 
lead those acquaintances to blaspheme (4:3-4). Once more, the suffering of 
believers is seen as the result of them leaving behind their sinful ways so as to 
be committed to living according to God’s will.

A few verses later, following further exhortation, the author adds: “Beloved, 
do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal that is taking place among you to test 
you, as though something strange were happening to you. But rejoice insofar 
as you are sharing Christ’s sufferings, so that you may also be glad and shout 
for joy when his glory is revealed. If you are reviled for the name of Christ, 
you are blessed, because the spirit of glory, which is the Spirit of God, is rest-
ing on you” (4:12-14). Here and in the following verses the author himself 
explains what “sharing Christ’s sufferings” involves: bearing reproaches and 
various forms of abuse for their new life of faith under Christ. In 4:16, the 
author alludes to suffering “as a Christian” and a few verses later adds: “let 
those suffering in accordance with God’s will entrust themselves to a faithful 
Creator, while continuing to do good” (4:19). All of this supports the idea that 
to share in Christ’s sufferings is to suffer in many of the same ways that he 
did as a result of one’s commitment to doing God’s will as that will has come 
to be defined through Christ and the love for others that he manifested in his 
sufferings and death.

88. On these options, see Achtemeier, 1 Peter, 271-72; Goppelt, 1 Peter, 269.
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$e epistle contains one more allusion to Jesus’ death at the outset of its final 
chapter: “Now as an elder myself and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, as 
well as one who shares in the glory to be revealed, I exhort the elders among 
you to tend the flock of God that is in your charge, exercising the oversight, 
not under compulsion but willingly, as God would have you do it—not for 
sordid gain but eagerly” (5:1-2). Here the author presents himself as Peter, 
who may have observed part of the way in which Jesus was mistreated after 
his arrest even though, according to Matt. 26:75, after denying three times 
that he knew Jesus, he fled the scene. $e purpose for which the author men-
tions Jesus’ sufferings here, however, seems clear: once again, it provides a 
model for how one is to treat others—in this case, how the elders are to tend 
the flock under them. As Christ was willing to suffer for others in order that 
they might subsequently share in his glory, so those who lead his flock are to 
be willing to suffer on behalf of those under their charge.

$roughout 1 Peter, then, the allusions to Jesus’ death primarily serve as 
a basis for the author’s exhortation to the readers to be willing to suffer for 
doing what is good and right and to give witness of their faith. While the 
author presents Christ as a model or example of what this means, he goes 
beyond that idea to remind them that Christ was willing to suffer and die so 
that they might become members of God’s chosen people, where they obtain 
forgiveness and salvation as they leave behind their former sinful way of life 
and live according to God’s will as his children under Christ’s leadership. It is 
in this sense that Christ died for them and for their sins. As is true elsewhere 
in the New Testament, the author views Christ’s sufferings and death, not as 
aimed at obtaining divine forgiveness, but as the result of his efforts to bring 
about a community of followers who would live in love and obedience under 
his lordship once he had been raised. And precisely because he was willing to 
suffer and give up his life in love in order to obtain their salvation in that way, 
only those who are also willing to suffer and give up their lives for him and 
for others in love can truly call him Lord and consider themselves members 
of the flock of which he is the shepherd and overseer.
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