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OPENING UP 1 PETER

6Honourable  
conduct 
(2:11–17)

Not only have Christians become part of a 
building project, but also they are now 
‘sojourners and exiles’, and that has all sorts of 
implications. It places them in the midst of a 
raging battle and puts them on exhibition before 
a watching world. How they conduct themselves 
in the light of all this will prove crucial.

Travellers (v. 11)

God’s people have been pilgrims ever since 
Abraham confessed himself to be ‘a sojourner 
and foreigner’ (Gen. 23:4). The time Israel spent 
in Egypt is referred to as a ‘sojourn’ (Gen. 47:4; 

Deut. 10:19), but even as Moses gave instructions for life in 
the land he told Israel, ‘you are strangers and sojourners with 
me’ (Lev. 25:23). The message was clear: even Canaan wasn’t 
their ultimate destination. Abraham had recognized this long 
before. How clearly he understood is open to debate, but the 
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letter to the Hebrews leaves us in no doubt that Abraham saw 
beyond the physical fulfilment of God’s promise to a spiritual 
one (Heb. 11:8–10, 13–16).

Our sight, with all the help of the New Testament, is 
certainly much clearer. The word ‘sojourner’ (v. 11) stresses 
the temporary nature of someone’s stay; the word ‘exiles’1 

focuses on the alien environment in which that person 
dwells. The words of the gospel song capture both aspects 
(though in reverse order): ‘This world is not my home; I’m 
just a-passing through.’2 Peter wants us to grasp that our 
status as sojourners and exiles should have a profound effect 
upon our conduct. Our attitude and approach to life should 
be quite different from that of people who believe that ‘this is 
all there is’.

I am writing these words in a hotel room. I plan to be 
here for two nights only, so I am not too fussed about the 
facilities or the decor. If I was staying for a year or moving in 
permanently, I would be a much more difficult customer. The 
length of my stay has a real impact on my behaviour. I’m not 
settling down: I’ll be gone in a couple of days; there’s no need 
to complain about minor inconveniences.

Even if we live to be a hundred our lives are exceedingly 
brief in comparison with eternity. Our stay in this world is 
fleeting, and we aren’t supposed to feel at home here. In fact, 
the Bible warns us that it is a very bad sign if we do.

Abstainers (v. 11)

Those with the right perspective value their souls. After all, 
the soul is eternal. It’s well worth looking after your body if 
you want it to function relatively well for most of your life, 
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but your soul is eternal—it deserves infinitely more care 
and attention. Nowadays, things that are bad for the body 
often carry health warnings, but here Peter is issuing a health 
warning for the soul. Sojourners and exiles will want to avoid 
anything that could harm their souls. Peter warns us about 
‘the passions of the flesh’. They don’t just damage, they ‘war 
against’ the soul. Here Peter uses a word that was employed 
in the context of a long-term military campaign. We will need 
to be on our guard for the long haul.

They look very attractive, and they don’t advertise the 
hurt they can cause, but ‘passions’ aggressively attack our 
spiritual well-being. There is, perhaps, little need to go 
into detail about what ‘the passions of the flesh’ are; we are 
probably all too familiar with them. But it is worth noticing 
that for Paul they extended beyond the class of sins that we 
might immediately think of. In his letter to the Galatians 
he makes it clear that ‘enmity, strife, jealousy … rivalries, 
dissensions’ are included (Gal. 5:20). Peter’s advice is as 
heartfelt (indicated by the Greek word translated ‘urge’, 
v. 11) as it is straightforward: ‘Abstain!’ Self-control will 
be required—the word translated ‘abstain’ literally means 
‘hold oneself off’, or we might translate it ‘refrain from’. 
This kind of sin has both a pulling power and a corrupting, 
spreading influence. ‘Abstain, or be stained!’

Witnesses (v. 12)

Caring for our souls is one motive, but Peter also supplies 
another. The effect that sin can have on us is certainly one 
consideration, but the way in which it affects our witness 
is another. ‘Honourable’ conduct is what is called for, but 
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especially because life is lived ‘among the Gentiles’ (or, for 
most of us in our situations today, ‘among unbelievers’). That 
is how it should be3—but, sadly, we are not always what we 
should be. Dishonourable conduct has the unhappy effect of 
causing the enemies of God to blaspheme—that is, to speak 
badly of the God who is being so poorly represented. In short, 
dishonourable conduct dishonours God (see especially Rom. 
2:24; 1 Tim. 6:1; Titus 2:5).

Honourable conduct, on the other hand, won’t stop 
unbelievers speaking badly about the people of God, but it 
will trouble their consciences, and quite possibly lead them 
to respond positively to the gospel at some point in the future. 
Church history abounds with examples of people who, like 
Saul of Tarsus, at one time persecuted Christians, but then 
after a period of ‘kicking against the goads’ had a ‘road to 
Damascus’ kind of ‘day of visitation’ (v. 12).

Citizens (vv. 13–15)

If passions of the flesh are, negatively speaking, a danger 
area that can lead to dishonourable conduct, clearly Peter 
sees our responsibilities as citizens to be a crucial positive 
component of honourable conduct. Through the ages 
Christians have endured many false accusations about their 
attitude to the state. They have often been portrayed as 
unpatriotic, rebellious, revolutionary and dangerous. Peter is 
concerned that the Christians he is writing to do not give any 
ammunition to their enemies in this area. Christians are to 
be fine, upstanding citizens. And if they are worried that they 
might be compromising, Peter has some reassurance for them: 
their subjection to the emperor, or lesser governors, is ‘for the 
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Lord’s sake’ (v. 13). That is to be their motivation. There is 
a very real sense in which these civil authorities are ‘sent by 
him’ (v. 14). And they are sent with a particular job to do: ‘to 
punish those who do evil and to praise those who do good’. 
How well they fulfil their God-given role is not the point. 
After all, Peter was probably advocating the honouring of the 
emperor during the reign of Nero (though probably before 
the persecution of Christians began in earnest). Pontius Pilate 
had authority that he had received from God, and he would 
be judged according to his use or abuse of that authority (John 
19:11). The high priest Caiaphas would be tried on the same 

basis, but Jesus tells us that his 
sin was the greater (John 19:11). 
Abuses, though, do not excuse us 
from our responsibility to submit 
to the authorities. They are in 
charge, and they are supposed to 
be in charge. We are supposed to 
be subject to them.

The only scenario in which 
Scripture tells us we are to act 
contrary to governments is when 
their authority clashes directly 
with that of God himself. The 

same Peter who wrote this letter could say to the Jewish 
council in Jerusalem, ‘Whether it is right in the sight of God to 
listen to you rather than to God, you must judge’ (Acts 4:19). 
Otherwise, ‘doing good’ as an obedient and respectful citizen 
‘is the will of God’ (1 Peter 2:15). Our subjection is ‘for the 
Lord’s sake’. It is our subjection to him that determines our 
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subjection to the authorities. ‘Doing good’ has a particular 
aim in view: to ‘put to silence the ignorance of foolish people’ 
(v. 15). It will (literally in the Greek) ‘muzzle’ their detractors. 
Rather than fuelling the accusations of their enemies by 
rebellious or revolutionary activity, Peter’s readers are to 
quench them with irreproachable behaviour.

We are to be like Daniel. His enemies ‘sought to find 
a ground for complaint’ against him (Dan. 6:4). Many a 
politician or celebrity has been unable to survive similar 
scrutiny from the press, but Daniel was different. What a 
wonderful testimony to have: ‘they could find no ground 
for complaint or any fault, because he was faithful’! His one 
area of weakness, from their point of view, was, in fact, his 
strength: ‘We shall not find any ground for complaint against 
this Daniel unless we find it in connection with the law of his 
God’ (Dan. 6:5). May the same be said of us!

Free bondservants (vv. 16–17)

Being subject to human institutions is rarely popular 
teaching. ‘But that makes us no better than servants of the 
state!’ someone cries. ‘Far from it!’ is Peter’s reply. You are 
really ‘servants of God’ (v. 16). The paradox is that to be a 
servant of God is to know true freedom. The psalmist, long 
before, had observed, ‘I will walk at liberty, for I seek Your 
precepts’ (Ps. 119:45, nkjv). Without God’s help we are slaves 
to sin, even though we might think that we are doing just as 
we please. That, according to Scripture, is the very worst 
kind of bondage.

Freedom is a concept that we can easily get wrong. It can 
be used to justify all sorts of questionable practices. If we are 
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not careful, Peter warns us, we can end up using ‘freedom as 
a cover-up for evil’. Church history and twenty-first-century 
church life has produced a number of high-profile casualties 
who have had a lot to say about the Christian’s freedom, only 
to be ultimately exposed as secret evildoers. Freedom is all 
about what you do with it. We have to be careful when talking 
about our having free will. If by using that term we mean that 
the choices we make in life are made by us willingly, unforced 
by outside influence, then that is true. But this doesn’t mean 
that we are outside of God’s sovereign control; nor does it 
mean that we are free from our own drives and desires when 
making choices. That is why theologians have talked about 
‘the bondage of the will’. We are free to choose, but our 
desires will generally dictate the choices we make. We are 
free, but we are unable to use that freedom to choose what is 
right without outside help. Those who are servants of God, 
however, have all the help they need at their disposal. The 
freedom we enjoy is a freedom from man-made rules (Gal. 
5:1, 13), but not a freedom to commit sin—or to disrespect 
others. Honourable conduct involves honouring people 
(1 Peter 2:17). Peter almost certainly has in mind here the 
teaching of our Saviour, when he taught about ‘render[ing] 
to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s’ (Matt. 22:21). This 
honouring, however, needs to be matched with a love for our 
fellow Christians and a deep reverence for God.
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