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As we continue our series of studies in the first letter of Peter under the theme of “The 
Church Before the Watching World,” Peter is speaking to Christians in a pre-Christian 
world and in a remarkable way as the Western world is fast become a post-Christian 
world, his teaching under the influence of God’s Spirit has a powerful relevance for us as 
we serve Christ today. So our Scripture reading today, 1 Peter 2:11-25 which you’ll find 
in the Pew Bible page 1,015 and the Children’s Bible on page 1,513. These first two 
verses, of course, form a link between what we were considering with Dr. Thomas last 
Lord’s day and the passage that follows.

“11 Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles to abstain from the 
passions of the flesh, which wage war against your soul. 12 Keep your 
conduct among the Gentiles honorable, so that when they speak against 
you as evildoers, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the 
day of visitation.

“13 Be subject for the Lord's sake to every human institution, whether it 
be to the emperor as supreme, 14 or to governors as sent by him to punish 
those who do evil and to praise those who do good. 15 For this is the will 
of God, that by doing good you should put to silence the ignorance of 
foolish people. 16 Live as people who are free, not using your freedom as 
a cover-up for evil, but living as servants of God. 17 Honor everyone. 
Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the emperor. 18 Servants, be 
subject to your masters with all respect, not only to the good and gentle 
but also to the unjust. 19 For this is a gracious thing, when, mindful of 
God, one endures sorrows while suffering unjustly. 20 For what credit is it 
if, when you sin and are beaten for it, you endure? But if when you do 
good and suffer for it you endure, this is a gracious thing in the sight of 
God. 21 For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for 
you, leaving you an example, so that you might follow in his steps. 22 He 
committed no sin, neither was deceit found in his mouth. 23 When he was 
reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not threaten, 
but continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly. 24 He himself 
bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to 
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righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed. 25 For you were 
straying like sheep, but have now returned to the Shepherd and Overseer 
of your souls.”

Most of us in our congregation, I imagine, have either read or at least know of the little 
autobiographical book that Professor C. S. Lewis wrote about his journey to the Christian 
faith. It is entitled “Surprised by Joy.” It’s one of those books that even if you’ve never 
read it, you know the title and so when it comes up in conversation, you can nod sagely 
and pretend that you’ve read it. “Surprised by Joy.” It’s a very interesting title. C. S. 
Lewis married a lady by the name of Joy Davidman. That has nothing whatsoever to do 
with the title. He was profoundly surprised by Joy. He was a crusty academic in England, 
brought up in Ireland and, I suppose, he had very little interest in marriage and Joy 
surprised him deeply. But he gets the title not from his wife; he wrote the book before he 
was married. He gets the title from a short poem by William Wordsworth and one of the 
points that Lewis wants to make about his own journey, pilgrimage to Christian faith, is 
that he found both the Christian gospel and real Christians surprised him, not least by the 
joy that they expressed in unexpected places and unforeseen circumstances. He realized 
that he hadn’t really understood the Christian gospel and he also realized that he had no 
idea, leading intellectual though he was. He was like so many leading intellectuals. He 
had no idea, he couldn’t have explained either the Christian gospel or the Christian life to 
people and then he discovered in English literature that the gospel was written all over it 
and that was partly because he was brought into contact with people who puzzled him, 
surprised him. He didn’t realize that Christians were like this and so C. S. Lewis was 
surprised.

Now, one of the things Peter is teaching us in his first letter is that Christians ought to be 
surprising to non-Christians. Christians ought to be surprising to non-Christians. So 
surprising that non-Christians begin to ask either inwardly or outwardly, “Why is it that 
you are such a surprise to me?” You know, you could fill a bookcase with Christian 
books that tell you how to get non-Christians to ask gospel questions, that was not Peter’s 
problem. Peter would have regarded that, I suspect, as a mark of spiritual decadence in 
the church. Why? Because Peter understood that when Christians live grace-centered, 
gospel-founded, Christ-honoring lives, they don’t need to get people to ask questions, 
people themselves will ask the questions, “Why are you so different from the rest of us?” 
And having explained why we’re different because we’ve been brought into a new 
family, because we’ve been given a new citizenship, because we’ve been blessed with a 
new inheritance, because Christians are given a glorious new identity in this world, he’s 
now coming to that point in his letter where he shows us why, in the most ordinary 
mundane areas of life, being a Christians transforms everything.

You’ll notice from 1 Peter 2:13-3:7, he deals with what were the most fundamental 
relationships of most of those to whom he was writing. First of all, the relationship 
between free Christians and the government under which they lived. Second, and this 
applied to many Christians, the relationship between enslaved Christians and the masters 
who owned them. Thirdly, the relationship between Christians within the family context, 
the marriage context. In chapter 3:1-7, the relationship of wives to husbands and 
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husbands to wives. And underscoring his great burden is this: in each of these areas, non-
Christian secular people should find us surprising, wondering what it is that’s different 
about us that makes us tick. I want to look at the first two of these this morning and God 
willing, the third one next Lord’s day morning.

First of all you’ll notice he speaks about the free Christians relationship to the state. 
You’ll notice that he is addressing people who are free, verse 16, “live as people who are 
free,” where as later on in verse 18, he’s addressing servants or slaves who are related to 
masters. We all, I think, in this room this morning, fit into that first category, don’t we? 
We are free people. We live in a democracy. We have a relationship to the state. And 
Peter is saying no matter what kind of civil government pertains in your nation, the 
Christian’s relationship to, disposition towards and life within and under that government 
is very distinctive. He makes that fairly plain, doesn’t it? He’s speaking to Christians who 
are on the verge of persecution, “Be subject for the Lord's sake to every human 
institution, whether it be to the emperor as supreme, or to governors as sent by him.” The 
Christian’s basic attitude to the state is an attitude and a disposition of loyalty and 
obedience. He even uses the word “honor,” doesn’t he?

So, in verse 17, “Honor everyone, love the brotherhood,” so there’s a special relationship 
to fellow Christians, “Fear God,” you have a reverence for him and, “Honor the 
emperor,” for which we could substitute king, queen or president. So, the Christian’s 
basic response to civil government is to express obedience. Now, some people have a 
problem with that. When was the last time any civil government commanded you to do 
something contrary to God’s will? Civil government may do many things contrary to 
God’s will but when did it last command you to do something contrary to God’s will? So, 
this isn’t really a problem for free Christians in the West. Fascinatingly, it’s usually free 
Christians in the West who want to say, “But what about this? What about that?” 
Whereas, Christians living in totalitarian states, have consistently said to those totalitarian 
states, “You will not find citizens who more honor the governmental principle than those 
who are believers in Jesus Christ.”

So, Peter is urging upon Christians obedience and honor. Now, you don’t need to be 
Christian to obey the government or even to honor the government. You may have your 
preferences and your choices but you do not need to be a Christian to obey government or 
to honor government. Nor do you become a Christian by doing these things. I think we all 
in this room understand this: the way into the kingdom of God is not political nor 
governmental. It’s spiritual and gloriously divine. 

So, if you don’t need to be a Christian to do these things, what’s Peter’s point? Peter’s 
point is: that the Christian does these things in a marvelously different way so that in 
local government, in national government, in state government, those of us who are 
involved in government, all of us who are under government, in whatever political party 
we may have a special interest, there will be something different about Christian 
believers that makes non-Christian believers with whom we rub shoulders say to us, “I 
can’t quite make up my mind what really drives you because I see it’s not the same thing 
as drives me.” What is it? Well, Peter makes fairly clear, doesn’t he, that the thing that 
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makes us different is we’ve a different view of government. We believe, as Paul says in 
Romans 13, I hope you understand this, “That government is God’s minister,” so that 
every one of us in the room this morning have actually a bundle of ministers on one side 
who care for our spiritual well-being and we expect them to be subordinate to the word of 
God and we have a civil government that is God’s minister and, therefore, now see this 
point because it’s radically different from all secular perspective and most philosophical 
perspective on government, the thing that makes the Christian believer distinctive is he 
understands there’s a government above government and that the purpose of all civil 
government is to be subservient as a minister, as a pastor of people’s civil life, to bring to 
bear the teaching of God’s word upon all the people who are under, whether it be the 
emperor or the king or the queen or the president or the state governor or the mayor. That 
is his or her God-given calling.

That’s radically different from all secularism and may I say, if I don’t see that, if I don’t 
see that the Christian perspective is different from the secular world’s perspective, there’s 
a whole dimension of the gospel I’ve failed to grasp. But, you see, that’s what makes it 
possible for me under any governmental system and how my dear friends, our Christian
friends who have been persecuted by their governments show a shining example of this in 
their ability to say to those even those who persecute them, “You will find no more 
submissive citizens in this nation than we Christians.” Because we’re different. That’s 
why we don’t place all our hopes in presidents or monarchs because we understand that 
so many of them fail to be submissive to the voice and word of God but enables us to live 
under any government. Any government. Do you want to go to China? Or to North Korea 
today and say, “You know, it’s impossible to be a Christian unless you live in a 
democracy.” They would laugh you all the way back home because they see how 
possible it is to be different under any governmental system and at the end of the day, 
that’s the really important thing for us as Christians.

There’s another aspect to this: we not only have a different view of government but, 
thankfully, we have a different motive for submission to it because we want to honor the 
Lord. You notice in this passage, Peter on more than one occasion, speaks about how 
what marks out Christians in this non-Christian world, under a non-Christian, an anti-
Christian governmental system essentially is that they do good works. Now, I think many 
of us love those verses in the book of Jeremiah in which Jeremiah in Jeremiah 29 says to 
God’s people, “I have plans for you declares the Lord, plans for welfare and not for evil, 
to give you a future and a hope.” Some of you maybe have those words somewhere 
written down or on a plaque and it’s a great word but is it a great word for you? Because 
this was actually spoken to people who were exiles under a totalitarian regime to whom 
the prophet Jeremiah under God, had said to them, “Now, your task here in this ungodly 
situation, under this tyranny, your task here is to seek the good of the city.” 

I think Peter is probably reflecting on that here, that this is what marks out Christians. 
This is why non-Christians can’t understand them. Non-Christians can’t understand them 
because they seem to have a far higher authority in their lives than government authority 
and yet, although they live under that other authority, although they’re aliens in this 
world, although their ultimate allegiance is to another kingdom, the amazing thing about 
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these Christians is the way they invest themselves in doing good. And Peter speaks about 
this, he says, “This is my longing.” He’s just echoing Jesus, that men will see the good 
that you do and be brought to glorify your Father who is in heaven. That was something 
the very earliest Christians grasped. Do you know one of the things early Christians did? 
They went to the city trash heap to find babies and took them home and cared for them 
and nurtured them so that people said, “What is it that drives these people? That they are 
so different? That they do so much good in this world?” You know those words of C. S. 
Lewis I’m sure, where he despises the saying, “People are too heavenly minded to do any 
earthly good.” Because heavenly minded people, says Lewis, are characteristically the 
people who have done most good. Well, what good are we doing? Is that the impression 
that our fellow city-dwellers have of us as a community? As a congregation? As 
individuals? There is just something about these people and I can’t quite understand it, I 
can’t grasp it but I realize that they are different. 

Now, I don’t know our voting habits in First Presbyterian Church of Columbia. I can 
guess them but the ballot box is private and I don’t know what they are. I imagine some 
of you are Republicans. I’m not sure if any of you are Democrats. But I hope if you’re a 
Republican, there are Republicans who say to you, “You know, I can’t quite understand 
you. There is something about the way you go about things that makes me realize you’re 
driving force is not party politics. It’s something else and I don’t know what it is. I can’t 
understand it.” And the same if you happen to be a Democrat. To be different. Long live 
the difference. That’s what Peter is saying. It’s marvelous. And you see, one of the things 
he’s underlining for us is: the gospel of Jesus Christ works everywhere in any political 
system, under any kind of government because in any and every circumstance, by God’s 
grace, we keep in step to the tune of a different drummer. We’ve a different kind of 
citizenship. We belong ultimately not to earth but to heaven and that’s why, by God’s 
grace, there is something heavenly about how we live on earth. So, we are free to honor 
all. I wonder if that’s a challenge to you? I wonder if you can put your hand on your heart 
and say, “By God’s grace, I will honor all. I will especially love the brothers. I will live in 
awe of God. And I will honor the emperor and be different no matter who he or she is.”

Now, as someone who enjoys taxation without representation, I’m getting a little close to 
meddling here some of you will be thinking but let me move on to an even more sensitive 
area and that’s the area to which he now turns and teaches enslaved Christians how to 
respond to their masters. By and large, even in those days, state government was 
somewhere out there but for many Christians, perhaps not the majority but for many, 
many Christians or little attention would be paid to this in the Old Testament but there is 
a lot of attention paid to this in the New Testament, Peter wants to help and he does this 
marvelously. He wants to help enslaved Christians to live graciously in relationship to 
their masters. 

Now, let me get something out of the way here: people say why didn’t he argue for the 
abolition of slavery and the simple answer is because the Roman Empire was not a 
democracy. But I think there’s another answer, I think it’s this: because he wanted to 
avoid the syndrome that I call the “if only” syndrome. Or if I were in Scotland I would 
call it the “yes buttery” syndrome. Yes, it’s possible for me to live the Christian life but if 
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only my circumstances were different. I don’t think any of us in this church are slaves in 
the sense that Peter is using the term here but some of us probably feel like slaves in the 
place where we work. We have draconian masters or mistresses; people who employ us 
give us hassle. Perhaps even persecute us and they have bought a little slice of our lives, 
haven’t they? And they have a kind of mastery over that life and so we say to ourselves 
when we’re challenged by the gospel, “You know, that is such a great challenge to me 
and if only…if only I was working for his boss or for her boss or under these different 
circumstances.” Peter’s passion is to help these Christian believers no matter what their 
circumstances, know that in their circumstances they can glorify the Lord.

I hope you were at the Thornwell lecture this morning when the Reverend Matt Miller 
spoke about lives having kingdom value. Imagine yourself as a slave. Many of these 
slaves were actually very well treated. Some of them almost ran the Roman Empire. 
Some of them highly educated. And many of them could buy their freedom. Some of 
them were horribly treated. And Peter recognizes that both are true but do you see what 
he’s saying to them? He is saying, “When you understand your new identity in Jesus 
Christ, that you’re an heir of God and a joint heir with Christ, that you’ve been given a 
new citizenship, that you’re free from the burden of guilt and sin, that the Lord calls you 
to glorify him in this world, there is no situation in the world where living the gospel life 
is not possible for you.” So, he’s marvelously encouraging them. Oppressed, many of 
them with no future, many of their lives threatened, none of that can diminish the 
possibility of my life being to the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ. That’s what he’s saying.

It’s really marvelous, isn’t it? I want you to notice something that he tucks into this. He 
says, “Now, some of you have good masters and kinds masters and some of you have 
perverse masters and some of you suffer because of your love for the Lord Jesus Christ, 
but,” he says, “this is a calling.” Oh, what a calling. I wonder if you have that sense in 
your life where you’re working just now? Perhaps things are different. Perhaps there is 
somebody who seems to be out to get you and you see your temptation, just like the 
temptation in the political governmental order is simply to look to civil government. 
“No,” says Peter, “look beyond that to the Lord.” So, he’s saying, “What about a difficult 
situation in which you feel yourself enslaved? Look to the Lord and ask yourself the 
question and pray that he will give you the answer from his word.” Lord, what is my 
calling here? You’ve called me glorify you. You’ve called me to serve you and there are 
no situations in life that can stand in your way as I respond to that calling. It’s glorious.

I want you to notice now something that Peter reiterates in verse 19 and again in verse 20. 
He says, “this is a gracious thing,” and in verse 20, “this is a gracious thing in the sight of 
God.” What does he mean? He means only grace can enable you to live this kind of life. 
You don’t have those resources but grace can so enable you to live this Christ-centered, 
gospel-oriented, God-glorifying life. That’s why the closing few verses that seem to have 
absolutely nothing whatsoever to do with anything that he’s been speaking about, 
actually lie at the heart of the whole thing because he goes on to say, “Remember, dear 
slave, the Lord Jesus is your example.” And he uses, there is more than one word in the 
New Testament for example, the word that he uses here reminds me of my elementary 
education. I can’t remember the name of the teacher except that she wore a perfume that 
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suffocated me and she would come and sit down in the desk beside me. Those of you of 
my generation may remember these little books we had to learn how to write and she 
would come an she would write in my little jotter and then my task, if she did it first in 
pencil, was to go over her letters and to learn to write and then I got this other jotter 
where I would write it myself. That’s the word picture he’s using. He’s saying think of 
Jesus when he was enslaved, how when he was reviled he reviled note. And we’re all 
young in spiritual things, so he says, be like a child following its elder brother and put 
your footsteps into Jesus’ footprints.

Then he goes on to say, “And what motivates you to do this is that he’s died for your 
sins, he’s set you free from the deepest and darkest of ensnarements to sin and to death 
and to the evil one and he’s brought you forgiveness and freedom and joy and peace and 
purpose. He’s given you a calling.” In Matt Miller’s words, “He’s given you kingdom 
value in your life.” I think the reason he says this is a gracious thing, it’s because he 
understands that when those who are surprised by the gospel lifestyle in the slave begin 
to ask the question, “What is it that empowers this man, this woman, to be so 
dramatically different, to be living a heavenly life under hellish circumstances,” and 
begin to inquire and begin to discover that the reason is because they have come to Christ 
as their Savior and then the question is posed, “How do I find my way to your Savior 
too?”

You know, I think it’s true that most people come to Christ in one of three different ways: 
either God just sovereignly works in their lives, creates an appetite to find out about 
Christ. They buy a Bible, they read it, they come to faith in Christ. Or perhaps they’ve 
known about Christ secondly, and the word of God is explained to them and they’re 
surprised by what the gospel is really like and what Christians really are and they want it 
for themselves. The third way and I think this is probably for most people a key element, 
it’s that they saw something in a real Christian that surprised them and made them ask 
questions that brought them to Christ.

My dear brothers and sisters, the Christian faith is not a religion, a series of religious 
duties that we must fulfill to get to heaven. That’s what most people think the Christian 
faith is and you and I need to take them by surprise because we know Christ, because 
he’s set us free, because he’s changed our lives, because he’s given us purpose, he’s 
brought us into a new family, given us a glorious inheritance and a marvelous destiny and 
we just can’t help being different because we are different. I think I may have told you 
before that one of the most delightful experiences I have in the United States is riding 
elevators in tall buildings, engaging in closeted conversation with people who, as my 
floor comes and I’m about to step out, shy Americans pluck up the courage to say to me, 
because they think I’ve an accent without realizing they’re the ones with the accent, and 
they say, “Where do you come from?” And as the doors close, I smile at them and I say, 
“Columbia, South Carolina,” and I say it just early enough to be able to see the 
puzzlement on their faces and the question forming on their lips, “But where do you 
really come from?” That’s the key: where do you really come from?
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Peter is teaching us that in all kinds of situations, the gospel of Jesus Christ transforms 
and surprises and draws to living faith in a great, great Savior. Has it ever dawned on you 
how much fun it is to be a Christian? Quite apart from anything else? Because you keep 
on surprising people and you’re able to point them to the surprising grace of Jesus Christ 
for the likes of us. O, by God’s grace, may we do much good in the city of Columbia, in 
the places where we work. Not least, if they are difficult places. The places where we 
study if those places are difficult. In order that we may be expressions of the grace of 
God and that men and women with us may return to the Lord Jesus as the Shepherd and 
Overseer of our souls.

Well, that’s just skimming over the surface but you’ll need to go down a little further 
yourself as you study this passage.

Let us pray.

O, our heavenly Father, how can we ever thank you that your grace has found us in 
Christ and that in such different ways here in this room there are stories of your Spirit’s 
working that could keep us here the rest of the day, the rest of the week, for many weeks 
of how you have come unexpectedly for some of us through your word and for others of 
us who have known your word for years and years, how it seems to of all of a sudden 
make sense and we understood that Christ was teaching us. For many of us, what we saw 
in somebody we perhaps once despised, with whom we once argued, whom we couldn’t 
help but admire and respect and found ourselves seeking the answer to our heart’s 
question, What is it that makes them so different and how can I be different like that? O, 
Lord, make us salt and light. That men and women and boys and girls in this city and 
state and nation to the ends of the earth may see our gracious lives and come to Jesus 
Christ and find his all-sufficient grace for themselves. Thank you, thank you with all our 
hearts that you teach us more and more and to live for your glory. We pray in Jesus’ 
name. Amen.
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