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LIVING IN TENSION: EXILIC IDENTITY IN JEREMIAH 29 AND 1 PETER
Samuel Hildebrandt, Lecturer, NTC Manchester
Abstract
The concept of “exile” occupies a central place in the larger biblical narrative and yet it receives
but little explicit mention in the OT and even less in the NT. The word–cluster of “dispersion” and
“sojourning” in 1 Peter 1.1, 17 and 2.11 suffices in this scenario to elevate 1 Peter 1-2 to the most
significant NT “exile–text.” Inspired by its many connections with the OT, I am reading 1 Peter in
conversation with Jeremiah 29, one of the most explicit OT–perspective on “living as exiles.” I
will demonstrate that Jeremiah’s letter to the dispersed in Babylon shares many aspects with
Peter’s letter which help to illuminate the discipleship of Christian “exiles” today. My study
reflects on questions concerning identity, pastoral care, and human responses to God’s “good
plans” in exile.
Introduction
The author of 1 Peter addresses his audience with reference to the Old Testament in a way that
exceeds most of the other NT–writers.1 Inasmuch as the direct quotations from Isaiah (1:24–25;
2:6, 8), the Psalms (2:7; 3:10–12), and Proverbs (4:18) establish the theme of divine judgment,
other cross–canonical connections relate to Christian calling and identity. Most significant in this
respect is the imitatio dei of Lev 11 (“You shall be holy, for I am holy;” 1:16),2 the appellations of
Mt. Sinai and Hosea’s restoration oracles (2:9–10), and the privilege of a revelation to which
neither the Hebrew prophets nor the angels had access (1:10–12).
What is striking in view of these explicit links is the absence of an OT–quotation
regarding “exile.” This notion, I will argue, plays a crucial role especially in the opening two
chapters and is vital for addressing the letter’s question of how God’s holy people should live in a
hostile and tempting world. From a Jewish perspective, this question is as old as the patriarchs’
sojourning and Solomon’s foreign policies,3 yet it reached a new level of urgency with the fall of
Jerusalem in 587 BCE. This event has established “exile” as a central element across the Hebrew
Scriptures,4 the literature of the Second–Temple Period, and the New Testament. Since it has
become a central category in NT–studies,5 it may come as a surprise that explicit references are
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Compiling a list of nine quotations and twenty allusions, Peter H. Davids concludes that
“1 Peter contains about the same number of OT references per unit of text as does Hebrews. Only
Revelation contains more.” The First Epistle of Peter (NICNT; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
1990), 24. See, e.g., Sue Woan, “The Psalms in 1 Peter,” in The Psalms in the New Testament
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Detering, “Exodus Motifs in First Peter,” Concordia Journal 7 (1981): 58–65; W. E. Glenny, “The
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Chin, “A Heavenly Home for the Homeless: Aliens and Strangers in 1 Peter,” TynBul 42 (1991):
104.
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A Study of Hebrew Thought of the Sixth Century BC (London: SCM Press, 1968).
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rather scarce. The term παρεπιδήμοις, which most translations render “exiles” in 1 Pet 1:1 and
2:11 (see, e.g., NRSV, ESV, NIV), appears elsewhere only in Heb 11:13. Likewise, διασπορᾶς,
“dispersion,” stands outside of 1 Pet 1:1 only in John 7:35 and James 1:1. The noun παροίκους,
“aliens, sojourners,” appears only in 1 Pet 2:11, Eph 2:19, and with reference to Abraham and
Moses in Acts 7; the related term παροικίᾳ is mentioned only in 1 Pet 1:17 and Acts 13:17.6
While the NT–authors can talk about exile without using specific terminology, the
frequency and clustering of terms in 1 Peter 1–2 is notable. With an eye on the letter’s structure ―
the opening line (“to the exiles of the dispersion”) and the mention of “Babylon” at its closure
(5:13) ― the characterisation of 1 Peter as the most explicit exile–text of the New Testament is
not too far fetched.7 Inspired by the letter’s pervasive recourse to the Old Testament, my study
embarks on a comparative reading with Jeremiah 29 which ranks among the most explicit OT–
perspectives on living in exile.8 In identifying similarities and differences between these two
canonical witnesses, my study describes a biblical portrayal of what is demanded of those who live
in an exilic situation and of those who care for them pastorally. Based on this discussion, I will
consider in closing how “the resurrection of Jesus Christ” (1 Pet 1:3) sets these two texts apart and
what the implications of this may be for Christians in the world today.
The Situation and Struggle of Jeremiah 29
Jeremiah 29 takes us into the community life of the first wave of exiles who were brought from
Jerusalem to Babylon in 597 BCE. According to Jeremiah’s vision of the “good figs and bad figs”
in ch. 24, this group has found favour in YHWH’s sight; they are commended for accepting rather
than avoiding his judgment (cf. Jer 21:8–10) and are promised to return to their homeland. The
discourse of Jer 25 sets forth a time–frame of 70 years for Babylon’s fall (v. 12) which is
confirmed in Jer 29:10. As this figure is open for interpretation,9 chs. 26-29 depict various scenes
of conflict about YHWH’s word. This struggle between Jeremiah and the supporters of a short
exile, such as Hananiah and some other prophets (cf. 27:16; 28:3–4) spills over into Jer 29. Before
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we can address this issue, a short overview of the chapter is necessary.
Jeremiah’s letter is addressed “to the surviving elders of the exiles” (vv. 1–3) and opens
with YHWH’s well–known advice to “build houses” and “plant gardens,” and to “seek the shalom
of the city where I have sent you into exile” (vv. 4–7). This is followed by the tender
announcement of divine benevolence (“plans for shalom”) and a promise of the exiles’ return to
their land (vv. 10–14). While there are some glimpses of hope amidst the severe judgment of chs.
1-28,10 these words in Jer 29 mark a turning point in YHWH’s disposition. Several of the previous
declarations of judgment are reversed in 29:4–14 and the language of “building and planting”
indicates that YHWH’s work of restoration has begun.11 Living in exile, according to Jer 29,
means to stand on the other side of divine judgment but yet to wait for the promised inheritance.
Life in Babylon has had its share of freedom in social and economic terms, but such comforts must
not distract the exiles from reaping the full benefits of living in YHWH’s presence on home soil.12
YHWH’s “good plans” of Jer 29:11 are often not heard within this wider context. Such a
reading inevitably fails to make mention of divine judgment and the elements of suffering and
patience,13 but it also passes over the community’s response to YHWH. As mentioned above, Jer
29 continues the topic of prophetic conflict (see vv. 8–9, 16–31). The opposition to Jeremiah’s
pastoral encouragement to live in peace and wait for God is encapsulated in v. 15 which quotes the
exilic community as saying “YHWH has raised up prophets for us in Babylon” (cf.  קּוםin Deut
18:15).14 This verse belongs directly to vv. 10–14 and is best understood as an adversative
rejection of YHWH’s tender words (“But you said:”): the exiles trust their own prophets rather
than Jeremiah’s letter from the home front.15 This response triggers in vv. 16-20 YHWH’s
10
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resolution to execute his judgment on Jerusalem. No matter how positive Jer 29 begins, after the
quoted words in v. 15 the remainder of the chapter is rather grim.
The struggle between divine promise and human response defines the exilic community
of Jer 29. Upon closer attention to the context of YHWH’s promises, the main thrust of this
chapter is not “God’s good plans” but Israel’s rejection of just these plans. YHWH’s words meant
to alleviate the pain of uncertainty and hopelessness, yet Jer 29 delivers the sobering message that
reaching the other side of judgment is no safeguard against self–sufficiency. Even with the
restoration under way, the attempt to improve upon God’s good plans is alive and, as in the
community in Judah in Jer 40–44,16 may lead to no restoration at all.
Jeremiah 29 and the Exilic Community of 1 Peter
Returning from these tragic scenes to the community of 1 Peter, several parallels invite closer
comparison. In terms of their rhetorical structure, both Jer 29 and 1 Peter begin by affirming their
audience in their favoured standing before God who has granted them a “living hope” (1:3) and a
privilege of revelation (1:10–12). As a transformation of the OT–framework of exile and return,17
1 Peter reminds its readers of their “inheritance. . . kept in heaven” (1:4) and assures them that
their suffering will last but “for a little while” (1:6; cf. 4:7; 5:10). Similar to Jer 29:4–14, the letter
assures the exile that they are not further from God and world but that by being addressed as
ἐκλεκτοῖς they are, in fact, closer to both.18
Reading Jer 29 and 1 Peter side–by–side shows that the place of exile is a sensitive
situation that requires rhetorical and pastoral care. Both texts testify to an irresolvable tension: on
the one hand, the audience finds itself in a new and exciting place in their personal history with
God; on the other hand, the present experience of displacement and suffering lends little support to
the reality of this new place. Both communities are guided towards coping with this tension by
actively living in light of the transfer that has taken place. Jeremiah’s audience is to build houses
and plant gardens even on foreign soil; 1 Peter’s audience is commended for loving Jesus though
they have not seen him (1:8), to love one another because they have been born again (1:22–23),
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What begins with harvest and peaceful living (40:10–12) ends in a bloody revolt and a
fearful return to Egypt which, as in Jer 29, involves a blatant rejection of YHWH’s goodwill
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4

5
and to “set your hope full on the grace that will be brought to you” (1:13).
Inasmuch as some readings of Jer 29 pass over the people’s rejection and God’s
judgment, readings of 1 Peter that would eclipse the letter’s strong warnings would likewise miss
the mark. That both texts emphasise future hope suggests that their readers may consider returning
to the past as an attempt to resolve the current tension. The exiles in Jeremiah turn to their
prophets which brought them to Babylon in the first place (cf. Jer 2:8; 6:13–14; 14:13; 23:14). The
exiles of 1 Peter presumably have not gone that far, yet the stern calls for holiness from 1:13
onward speak into a real struggle with temptation. Rooted in the affirmation of 1:1–12, our author
mounts in chs. 1–2 a sobering plea for faithfulness which constructs a firm line between past and
present identity. He exhorts his readers to reflect in their lives the shift from their “former
ignorance” to holiness (1:14–15),19 he draws a contrast to the “futile ways inherited from your
forefathers” (1:18), and he reminds them of their transfer “out of darkness into [God’s] marvelous
light” (2:9). The community is to live “with fear throughout the time of your exile” (1:17) and to
participate in God’s “spiritual house” rather than stumbling over Christ, its cornerstone (2:4–8).
Held in this tension of privilege and perseverance, the pastoral concern of 1 Peter aims
similar to Jeremiah’s for the unity and growth of the community. It is easy to imagine how the
hope about an imminent return would stop Jeremiah’s addressees from planting and to building.
Likewise, false ideas or scepticism about the “revelation of Christ” (1:5, 7, 13) could stand in the
way of holy living.20 Alongside its call for holiness and unity (2:1), 1 Peter admonishes the exiles
to conduct themselves appropriately in relation to the world around them. We saw above that
Jeremiah advocates a posture that is keenly aware of its own group identity (“build and marry”)
but that also embraces a strategic position to its environment (“pray for Babylon”).21 In a similar
manner, the readers of 1 Peter are called to “honourable conduct among the Gentiles” (2:12),22 to
obey the authorities of governors and emperor (2:13–17), and to respect the authority structures
within their own ranks (2:18–3:9).
Christ and Community: Living in Exile in 1 Peter and Today
“Such a transformation had to entail every aspect of their behaviour (ἐν πάσῃ
ἀναστροφῇ); it involved the whole of a life that continued to be led in the midst of the hostile
culture;” Paul J. Achtemeier, 1 Peter: A Commentary on First Peter (Hermeneia; Minneapolis,
MN: Augsburg Fortress, 1996), 121.
20
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New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 37B; New York: Doubleday, 2000),
338.
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while subject to foreign powers, as participating in the civil and social life of their foreign
environments successfully. . . . their challenges resemble the diaspora condition envisioned in 1
Peter;” Strangers, 116.
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divinely–given opportunity to glorify him among the Gentiles;” Joachim Jeremias, Jesus’ Promise
to the Nations (transl. S. H. Hooke; London: SCM Press, 1958), 14.
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While there are other aspects that invite comparing Jer 29 and 1 Peter (e.g., prayer or marital life),
our discussion suffices to demonstrate that some fruitful conversation exists between these two
letters. With the testimony of Jer 29 and other texts at hand, the struggle of exile and dispersion
can be seen to form a core element of Jewish identity which quite naturally found its way as a
formative element into the early Christian movement. Living in exile, in Jer 29 and 1 Peter, is a
historical and social reality; yet, in both passages it is also a spiritual condition. The term “exile”
becomes a metaphor for God’s people living in the tension between past and present identity,
between being through judgment but not yet fully restored, between being God’s holy people and
living in the world. Pastorally, this tension is met with compassion by both letter writers. Their
affirmation and assurance, alongside their stern warnings, are composed in the pursuit of a
healthy, holy, and missional community.
There are, of course, many obvious differences between Jer 29 and 1 Peter that need to be
acknowledged. For the purpose of reading these two passages with Christians who today find
themselves in geographical and/or spiritual exile, I have chosen to focus on the issue of human
response. As we saw above, Jeremiah had addressed the first Israelites who have passed on to the
other side of God’s judgment and for whom the restoration promises of land and life had started to
unfold. Yet, resisting God’s call for patience, faithfulness, and unity, these exiles had preferred
their own prophets and rejected God’s “good plans.” It is by way of this portrayal of promise and
response that the Book of Jeremiah conveys the sobering truth that even judgment and exile have
not brought about the envisioned change. Something else is needed and, thankfully, the book
supplies this immediately in the promises of the New Covenant in Jer 30–31.23
Here, then, lies the crucial difference between the exilic situation of Jer 29 and 1 Peter.
According to Jer 31:31–34, God pledges himself to be the initiator, the enabler of his people’s
covenant faithfulness (“I will put, I will write, I will be, I will forgive, I will remember”);
however, how exactly this new divine action is to be undertaken remains unclear in the realm of
the OT. The message of 1 Peter fills this gap by grounding the readers’ exilic identity in the life
and work of Christ: the transition from judgment to living hope is described as being “born
again. . . through the resurrection of Jesus Christ” (1:3), the reward for this hope is linked to
Christ’s return (1:13), and the exiles are accepted by God as those who are “ransomed. . . with the
precious blood of Christ;” 1:19; 2:5). As for living in the tension and suffering of exile, Christ’s
suffering becomes their foundation to persevere (2:21–25; 3:18; 4:1, 12–14; 5:1). In other words,
what sets the exilic community of 1 Peter apart from that of Jer 29 is that Christ has borne the pain
of exile in their place, ahead of them. No doubt, the negative example of Jer 29 and the real
possibility of rejecting the exilic tension as God’s “good plan” remains alive today for Christians.
But to the degree that we see Jeremiah’s New Covenant fulfilled through Christ’s exile and return,
believers today can find strength to resist the temptation to short–cut their own exile. Called to be
God’s and to be in the world, faithful Christians can hold on to same promise that stands at the
conclusion of 1 Peter: “After you have suffered a little while, the God of all grace, who has called
you to his eternal glory in Christ, will himself restore, confirm, strengthen, and establish you”
(5:10).

The phrase in v. 14 (“I will turn [their] turnings,”  )שַׁ בְ ִתי ְשבּותties the message of Jer 29
tightly to Jer 30–33 which uses this expression at many key points; see 30:3, 18; 31:23; 32:44;
33.7, 11, 26. For other anticipations of this “turn” in the book, see also 4:4 and 16:19–21.
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