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Preface

To many people, The Church in Exile may seem to be an
appropriate title for a book on the ancient church before it
received its privileged status in the fourth century, or even the
church today under autocratic and repressive regimes, but not
the church in twentieth century America. Exiles are away
from home, and they commonly suffer the estrangement of not
fitting in with the world around them. Wherever Christianity is
popular, Christians are not exiles.

I am convinced that we who live near the end of the
twentieth-century are experiencing changes in our culture that
will cause us to be exiles in our own land. Not very long ago,
the public support for the Christian faith was so strong that
Christians could feel very much at home in this society. In the
public schools which I attended, school functions were never
planned on Wednesday nights because so many of us were in
church on that evening. Our teachers would not have dared to
question basic Christian moral convictions or values, for to do
so would have been a challenge to the most influential forces
in our city. The same influence of Christianity was pervasive in
every area of life throughout the Fifties.

When Christian views are reinforced on every hand, it is
no challenge to be a Christian. One can live the Christian life
under these circumstances and never encounter the tough
choices that face one whose Christianity makes him a stranger
and an exile. The public support for religion has eroded. The
public schools no longer support Christian convictions. In
many circles today one finds an actual hostility to religious
faith. One finds a challenge to being a Christian under these
circumstances.

There are occasions when books of the Bible, which had
long been ignored, suddenly take on new significance because
they speak directly to the situation in which we live. In 1 Peter,
we find the book which speaks to “exiles of the dispersion,”
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offering encouragement and hope for those living as exiles.
The Church in Exile is composed of lectures which I have
given at numerous places during the past five years as I have
reflected on the challenge which the changes in our culture
have brought to the church.

I dedicate this book to the memory of my mother, Floy
Holland Thompson. She, along with my father, Virgil W.
Thompson, taught me by word and example that God calls the
church to be a holy people.

James W. Thompson
Austin, Texas



A Religious or
Secular People?

“To the exiles of the Dispersion. . . .”
1 Peter 1:1-2

“We are a religious people,” Justice William O. Douglas
once wrote about Americans.! Evidence to support his conclu-
sion can be found everywhere, both in our history and in our
present situation. When Alexis de Tocqueville visited America
in the first half of the nineteenth century, he noted that religion
was “the foremost of the political institutions” of America.?
American presidents, from Washington to Reagan, have
spoken in religious terms in a way that amazes the people of
other countries.’ When President Dwight Eisenhower said in
1954, “Our government makes no sense unless it is founded
on a deeply felt religious faith,”* he gave expression to what
most public officials believed.

Evidence that we are a “religious people” can still be
found when one compares American religious practice with the
religious expression of the citizens of other western countries.
The percentage of Americans who believe in God, pray, and
attend church regularly is the highest of any advanced western
country.” More than 98% of Americans believe in God.
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Eighty-five percent believe in heaven. A majority of Americans
say that religion is very important in their lives.® School chil-
dren throughout the nation recite the Pledge of Allegiance,
with its words about “one nation under God.”

Many of us are undoubtedly surprised, even incredulous,
to hear that “we are a religious people,” for we see an enor-
mous amount of evidence to the contrary. Indeed, we have
witnessed startling changes in the place which religion holds in
our society. These changes are particularly apparent in public
education. The litigation and debate over prayer in the public
schools reflects the movement that has taken place in our
society. In past generations, the public schools were heavily
influenced by Protestantism, and this influence was noted in
the place commonly given to Bible-reading and prayer, the
schools’ mission of building character, and the forum that was
often given to local ministers. Within the past decade, how-
ever, religion has been in full retreat in public education.
Under the present interpretation of the Establishment Clause
of the First Amendment, any discussion of religion in our lives
is often considered inappropriate. Thus courses in values may
be taught, but no preference may be given to Christian values.
Courses in sex education or marriage and family life may be
taught, but they include no indication that important religious
values are involved in shaping one’s own lifestyle. One analysis
of textbooks has pointed out that gradeschool American
history texts give the impression that religion virtually ceased
to exist after the Puritans. Abolitionists are mentioned, but
their religious motives are not.” The great religious revivals of
the nineteenth century commonly go unmentioned.

No one who watches our entertainment would get the
impression that “we are a religious people.” The constant
barrage of television programming which depicts assaults on
Christian morality would be impossible without a market.
Portrayals of adultery and casual sex would not be consistently
given in the movies and on television if the public did not
accept this behavior. Producers offer material that conflicts
with the Christian view of the world simply because a market
for it exists in our society.
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These changes may suggest that the “religion” that is
prominent in our society is only a thin veneer over a changing
culture, and that we are no longer a religious people. If we are
no longer a religious society, Christians now face an urgent
question: How do we live faithfully in a world where the
Christian faith is no longer a part of our culture? To live
faithful lives is no challenge when we are surrounded by
neighbors and friends who share our values. When everyone at
the office or the in the neighborhood shares our values, we can
be Christians and still be conformed to the world around us.
But when Christians become such a minority group that their
behavior appears odd or even absurd, they face a severe test.

How do Christians respond to this new situation where
strong Christian convictions are no longer a part of the main-
stream of our society? Many people are struggling with that
question today. The strategy of a significant number of reli-
gious people in the past decade has been to attempt to bring
back into public life the place which religion once enjoyed.
The Moral Majority, for example, advocated the
reintroduction of prayer and Bible reading in the public
schools. Others have attempted to introduce textbooks to
schools which are considered more compatible with the Bible. I
am convinced that these strategies are doomed to fail because
they depend on a public which holds strong religious convic-
tions. If the public is no longer religious, we will never bring
religious observance back to the prominent place it once had.
Christians now belong to a distinctly minority group. Our
behavior will increasingly be considered strange to the major-
ity of the population. This new situation presents Christians
with a severe test — on the job, at school, and in our relation-
ships with neighbors. We are now discovering the challenge of
being Christians when it is not popular to be Christians.

1 Peter: A Letter to Strangers and Aliens

If we have now discovered that Christian faith makes us
strangers in our own land, we will do well to recall that early
Christianity did not come into existence in the midst of public
favor, nor did it grow because it was popular and easily
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accepted. If we are now discovering that our Christianity
places us in 2 minority group, we find ourselves in a situation
that is similar to that which was faced by the early Christians.
During the first four centuries, Christians met in small house
churches surrounded by neighbors and family members who
scorned their beliefs and their morality. Thus in our attempts
to learn how to live the Christian life in a non-Christian
society, we will learn from the earliest Christians how to live
when others do not share our values.

The epistle of 1 Peter is addressed to “exiles of the Dis-
persion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia”
(1:1) sometime in the latter half of the first century. The first
words of the epistle provide a graphic view of the problems
faced by these communities. The people are “the exiles of the
Dispersion.” The description of Christians as “exiles” is a
reminder of their status as a minority group within their
culture. Throughout history, the exile has lived a vulnerable
existence. In the twentieth century, the fate of the exile has
been the source of international tension and war, for exiles
commonly suffer discrimination and mistreatment. They
discover that they are cut off from their homeland and scorned
where they live. They are the objects of discrimination, and
even of persecution. Often they do not blend in with the larger
society because of the color of their skin, their language,
religion, or customs. In ancient times, exiles were also victim-
ized when they did not blend in with their society. The author
of Hebrews recalled that Abraham “sojourned ... asina
foreign land, living in tents . . .” (11:9), and that the great
heroes of the faith were “strangers and exiles on the earth”
(11:13). Those exiles constantly suffered abuse because, as a
minority group, they did not fit in where they lived.

According to 1 Peter, Christians are exiles. The Christian
life is not unlike that of the Israelites in Egypt or Babylon, for
they too did not assimilate into the larger population. The
theme of the exile existence runs throughout 1 Peter. The
author speaks in 1:17 of the “time of your exile.” In 2:11, the
readers are addressed as “aliens and exiles.” As people who
had left the “traditions of their fathers” (1:18), they were
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greeted by the hostility and suspicion that are normally re-
served for a foreign community. Thus they knew the pressure,
the discrimination, and the fear of living in a strange land.

The “alien” Christians who first read 1 Peter were not
strangers in their own lands because of their skin color or their
nationality. Their obedience to the call of Christ had made
them exiles. Unlike those who are exiles because of their ethnic
backgrounds, these Christians could have ceased being exiles
simply by blending in with the larger population.

The problems that faced this minority group of Christians
were common throughout the ancient world. In the second
century, an unknown writer wrote a defense of Christianity for
a pagan audience in which he said,

For Christians cannot be distinguished from the rest of
the human race by country or language or customs. They
do not live in cities of their own; they do not use a pecu-
liar form of speech; they do not follow an eccentric
manner of life. This doctrine of theirs has not been
discoverd by the ingenuity or deep thought of inquisitive
men, nor do they put forward a merely human teaching,
as some people do. Yet, although they live in Greek and
barbarian cities alike, as each man’s lot has been cast, and
follow the customs of the country in clothing and food
and other matters of daily living, at the same time they
give proof of the remarkable and admittedly extraordi-
nary constitution of their own commonwealth. They live
in their own countries, but only as aliens.

The writer proceeds to demonstrate what made Chris-
tians aliens in their own lands. He focuses on the Christian
morality, which separates them from their neighbors. Un-
doubtedly the readers of 1 Peter were exiles because of their
new moral commitments. They were discovering that it was
costly to be a Christian.

The word “dispersion,” which is used in 1 Peter 1:1 (cf.
Jamess 1:1) to describe Christians, suggests both the isolation
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of Christians from each other and the common bond which
they shared with people in distant places. The word “disper-
sion” had been commonly used for Jews who had been scat-
tered throughout the Near East. Those who lived in the disper-
sion knew that, while they were scattered into tiny isolated
communities, they were a part of a worldwide people, and they
looked forward to their ultimate reunification with the people
of God. The word was a reminder for Christians that, al-
though they were a tiny minority group in their own cities,
they were a part of a worldwide community.

The fact that they belonged to a larger company of people
is also indicated in the fact that they were the exiles of
“Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia” (1:1).
These were provinces in a vast area comprising almost the
whole of Asia Minor, where overland travel was hazardous at
best. That there were congregations there at all in the latter
half of the first century is a testimony to the power of Christi-
anity. Even more remarkable is the apparent solidarity of
Christians in these distant places with each other. All of them
could be addressed in one letter, and all of them faced a similar
situation: the challenge of living their Christian lives as exiles
in their own lands.

Exile Communities Yesterday

The epistle of 1 Peter has spoken with special power
whenever people have discovered that their faith has made
them exiles. The epistle spoke with special power during the
Third Reich. During the Easter week of 1945 Dietrich Bon-
hoeffer led his fellow prisoners in worship at the prison camp
at Schonberg, where he had been a constant source of encour-
agement. He read from 1 Peter 1:3, “Blessed be the God and
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his great mercy we have
been born anew to a living hope through the resurrection of
Jesus Christ from the dead . . . .” After Bonhoeffer had spoken
for a few minutes on the meaning of those ancient words for
their situation, the prison doors opened, and two sinister men
entered the cell and said, “Prisoner Bonhoeffer, get ready to
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come with us.” Everyone knew what those words meant.
Bonhoeffer went to his exeution on the cold day of April 9,
1945. He had found a special meaning to 1 Peter in that
situation.’

Martin Niemoller was imprisoned in Berlin because he
rejected the interference of the Nazis in the affairs of the
Protestant Church. Under Nazi pressure, the German church
had passed a resolution barring anyone with Jewish ancestry
from being ordained to the ministry. Niemoller resisted the
Nazi pressure, and openly spoke out against the resolution. He
wrote to his wife in prison,

We do not want to forget that even the German father-
land means a foreign exile to us, as for the man who had
nothing as he lay in the manger because he laid down his
head out of love for the people.®

Perhaps his realization that one can be an exile in his own
land came from a reading of 1 Peter.

The epistle of 1 Peter spoke with such power to the
victims of Nazi persecution that they recognized that the
distance between Europe in the twentieth century and Asia
Minor in the first century was not very great at all. They
discovered that, although 1 Peter was originally addressed to
the “exiles of the Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia,
Asia, and Bithynia,” it also spoke to Berlin, Frankfurt, Mu-
nich, Stuttgart, and any other community where Christians
discovered that they have become exiles in their own land.

Exile Communities Today

Does 1 Peter speak also to Christians in Dallas, Atlanta,
Los Angeles, and Chicago at the end of the twentieth century?
This epistle was written for exiles, and only those who have
experienced exile for their faith are likely to feel that they are
addressed by it. If our Christian faith makes us exiles, we are
not likely to experience it in the form which it took during the
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Third Reich, for we are not likely to experience persecution
from a hostile government. Nevertheless, there are other ways
of being Christian exiles.

The changes which have taken place within the last
generation will not make exiles of those whose Christian
commitment demands little of them, nor will it make exiles of
churches which speak only to echo what others are already
saying. Indeed, religion may remain popular in our culture as
long as it exists only to bless the popular values. However,
those who are willing to say that God has decisively revealed
himself only in Jesus Christ, and that our response to him is a
matter of ultimate importance, will be exiles in a culture which
believes that all commitments are equally valid. In a world
where we choose “alternate lifestyles,” and each is equally
appropriate, those whose lifestyles are shaped by the one who
sacrificed himself for others will be exiles in their own country.
In a culture where we are expected to keep ourselves free of
binding commitments, those who bind themselves to others in
marriage or in the church community will also be exiles. Thus
we face the task of living out our Christian lives, as did the
early Christians, as exiles in our own land. Like the exiles of
every age, we discover that it is an insecure existence to live as
a minority group surrounded by those who think our beliefs
are absurd.

How do we find the resources to live as exiles? The
epistle of 1 Peter is a sermon which was preached to offer
those resources. Indeed, the writer’s numerous references to
the “new birth” (1:3, 23), baptism (3:21), and the new life
(1:14) may suggest that the readers were new Christians who
were experiencing the exile existence after their conversion. In
the introductory words of the epistle (1:1-2), he offers a hint of
two major resources in the Christian life. In the first place, the
exiles recalled that they were the elect exiles “according to the
foreknowledge of God.” That is, they were neither the victims
of an unfortunate set of circumstances nor the objects of pity,
for they had been “chosen” or “elected” by God as surely as
ancient Israel had been chosen and loved by God. Their world
might look upon them with scorn and reject them, but God
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had chosen them. This reminder gave them strength for their
journey into unknown circumstances.

In the second place, the introduction closes with a bless-
ing: “Grace and peace be multiplied.” They were not depend-
ent upon their own resources, but on the grace of God. What-
ever fears of circumstances beyond their control might disturb
them, they knew that they could rely on the grace of God.

This letter of encouragement finally concludes with
Peter’s words in 5:12, “By Silvanus, a faithful brother as I
regard him, I have written briefly to you, exhorting and declar-
ing that this is the true grace of God; stand firm in it.” At the
beginning and end of this letter, the readers are reminded that
times of trial will be the special occasions when they will
discover the “true grace of God.” If Christians from ancient
Asia Minor could find the grace of God and a word of encour-
agement for their exile existence, Christians in the twentieth
century will also discover that “the true grace of God” is
expericnced when we live faithful lives in the midst of adver-

sity.
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Questions for Discussion

1. Describe some of the changes in your lifetime in
society’s common acceptance of Christian values.

2. What references to God or to the Bible do you recall
that were made by public officials? Can you see evidence of
changing values?

3. What evidence for a changing moral climate do you see
on television? Does television reflect values or promote certain
values?

4. To what extent do Christian convictions pose difficul-
ties in becoming successful in the marketplace? In the profes-
sions?

5. In light of your answers to questions 1-4, to what
extent are we living as exiles (i.e., Are we at an appropriate
level of non-conformity to the culture of which we are a part)?

6. What resources for living as exiles are to be seen in the
first two verses of 1 Peter?

of
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7. Do certain parts of the Bible speak with special power
at different times in history? What themes in 1 Peter give it a
special meaning today? What parallels are to be seen between
then and now?

8. What significance can we find in the fact that these

exiles could all be addressed in one letter, even though they
were separated by hundreds of miles?

[
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Born Again

“By his great mercy we have been born anew...”
1 Peter 1:3-12

During the 1976 presidential campaign, the major news-
papers and news magazines commissioned their reporters to
cover the new religious phenomenon of “born again Chris-
tians.” The media were familiar with various expressions of
Christianity, but the “born again” type was totally new to
many. It had been brought to public attention by a candidate
who was a “born again Christian.” Jimmy Carter’s religion
became a major issue in the news.

In more recent times, when the television preachers were
shaken by scandal, the New York Times published a glossary
of religious terms for the benefit of the wider audience. Reli-
gious terms had to be explained to the wider public as if they
were foreign words in need of translation. Common Christian
expressions— new birth, salvation by faith, the grace of God
— belong only to little subcultures who speak a language
unknown to the wider public.

i3
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The readers of 1 Peter were conscious of having been
“born anew,” and they belonged to a tiny subculture in Asia
Minor. Indeed, because their existence as “born again”
Christians is mentioned three times in the letter (1:3, 23; 2:2),
1 Peter is widely regarded as a letter especially for new Chris-
tians. Their new birth had separated them from their ancestral
roots (1:18), and it had divided households (2:18; 3:1), leaving
them vulnerable and subject to abuse. To be born again in this
situation was to leave the security of home and to become an
exile in one’s own land. This new birth had introduced Chris-
tians to considerable pain.

We might expect this situation to elicit from the author
some words of consolation for people who could see no end in
sight for their difficult circumstances. But the opening words
of 1 Peter catch us by surprise, for they are a song of praise!
We expect songs of praise in the context of good news. We are
not surprised to see songs of praise in the Bible in moments of
triumph and celebration, as in the opening chapters of Luke’s
gospel, for there people break into singing because of the news
that God has brought tidings of joy. But in 1 Peter, the subject
is the alienation and suffering which Christians experience. In
the original language, 1 Peter 1:3-12 is one long sentence
connected by a series of parallel phrases. That is, 1:3-12 is like
a song of praise and thanksgiving. Whereas most epistles begin
with a brief expression of thanksgiving, 1 Peter begins with a
lengthy song of praise. Some writers have suggested that these
words were part of a hymn which was sung at baptism. This
long sentence is not an expression of condolence, but of
gratitude.

Sometimes how a writer says something is as important
as what he says. Writers turn to poetry and singing at times to
express what cannot be expressed in prose. Music and poetry
allow a writer to express feelings which can be expressed no
other way. Feelings of joy and delight have always been set to
music. When we recall that the readers of 1 Peter were strug-
gling as exiles, the musical quality of the opening paragraph is
astonishing. In a long poetic expression of thanksgiving that
sets the stage for the rest of the epistle, the opening lines of 1
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Peter invite Christians to join in a celebration in song! The
new exile existence calls forth not a lament, but a song of joy.

The words “blessed be the God and Father of our Lord
Jesus Christ” (1:3) are similar to other Jewish expressions of
gratitude. They are words of celebration. The Psalmist says:
“Blessed be the Lord the God of Israel, who alone does won-
drous things™ (Ps. 72:18). Zechariah bursts into song at the
birth of John the Baptist: “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel,
for he has visited and redeemed his people” (Luke 1:68). The
Epistle to the Ephesians, like 1 Peter, opens with a song of
praise: “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus
Christ” (1:3). The alien existence is obviously no occasion for
SOTTOW.

The one fact about the new existence that is cause for
celebration is the hope which Christians experience. “By his
great mercy we have been born anew to a living hope by the
resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and to an inheri-
tance which is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in
heaven for you (1:4).” The suffering, the trials, and the dis-
crimination are only a minor chord in this epistle, for the
major theme is the hope which places suffering in perspective.
Before any advice is given in the epistle, Peter reminds the
readers of their hope. It is the one thing in this world that is
permanent. The words about hope seem to gush with syno-
nyms and adjectives: “inheritance . . . imperishable, undefiled
and unfading.” The author is clearly overwhelmed by the one
thing that is permanent. Without the new birth, there would
have been no alien existence, but there would also have been
no hope.

This theme is developed later when the readers are told
that their “faith and hope are in God” (1:21). In 1:13 Peter
challenges them, “Set your hope fully on the grace that is
coming to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ.” From this
hope they acquire the resources for not adapting to the moral
standards of their age, for this hope generates moral commit-
ments that are difficult to keep.

/15
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When their neighbors ask about their new way of life,
they are to “give a reason for the hope that is within them” (1
Pet. 3:15). Undoubtedly, without this hope they would have
not had the capacity to endure the discrimination and other
aspects of the alien existence. The promise which comes at the
conclusion of the book, that after a “little while,” God will
“restore, establish, and strengthen” them (1 Pet. 5:10), placed
their suffering in a new perspective.

It may be ironical that the one community in the an-
cient world which possessed hope was the one where people
suffered for their faith. Hopelessness apparently reigned
among the secure people who adapted easily to their environ-
ment. Indeed, the pre-Christian life of the Ephesians is de-
scribed as “without hope” and “without God” (2:12). The
Thessalonians are reminded that others “have no hope” (1
Thess. 4:13). Their pagan neighbors could imagine no future.
Some of them believed that their lives were controlled by fate.
Others chose a life devoted to pleasure because they had no
hope. Gilbert Murray described the message to humanity that
was offered by some of the Greek thinkers of that time: “Fear
nothing, desire nothing, possess nothing, and then Life, with
all its ingenuity of malice, cannot disappoint you.”! Christians,
however, knew of the resurrection of Christ (1 Pet. 1:3). This
story was the source of hope and the basis for the conviction
that “an inheritance which is imperishable, undefiled, and
unfading, kept in heaven” awaits us (1 Pet. 1:4).

Hope Today

Christians in the twentieth century, like the original
readers of 1 Peter, live in a culture marked by hopelessness.
This hopelessness of our time is described in Christopher
Lasch’s important book, The Culture of Narcissism, which has
the subtitle, “American Life in an Age of Diminishing Expecta-
tions.” In contrast to earlier stages of our civilization on this
continent, when people believed that every year would bring
greater prosperity and new scientific breakthroughs to prolong
lives, we now suffer from deep anxiety about the future. Our
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fears about the future are kept alive with the grim reminders in
each day’s news about trends that are beyond our control.
Jonathan Schell’s book, The Fate of the Earth, reminds us of
the unthinkable consequences of a nuclear war. New studies
suggest that our industrial economy is doing irreparable
damage to our environment. Other studies point toward an
inevitable financial collapse under the burden of an uncon-
trolled national debt. Today we are worried about the future
of our environment and the possibility that human life cannot
continue on this planct. We are also worried that a new
epidemic will be uncontrollable.

For many people, the way to cope with the grim prospect
of the future is to protect themselves psychologically from the
anxieties of the time. Therefore, the answer is to expect noth-
ing and not be disappointed!

Many who live for the present moment have given up
their hopes because they have been disappointed in the past by
unrealized hopes. During the past generation, we have seen a
variety of hopes that came to nothing. Some people worked to
eliminate poverty or the threat of war. Some got involved in
the political process, thinking that their efforts could improve
the quality of life or lead to the reduction of tensions in the
world, only to recognize that their hopes were like mirages
that disappeared.

If we give up our expectations for the future, we cease
believing that it is worthwhile to become involved in the
community or to support important causes. Thus, if we expect
nothing, we are most likely to cultivate our own personal
pleasures, retreating into the little private world of the self.
The conspicuous consumption that is associated with our own
time may in fact be a symptom of hopelessness, for those who
want everything now have given up on the future. This hope-
lessness is the source of the narcissism which Christopher
Lasch describes. He says:

After the political turmoil of the sixties, Americans have
retreated to purely personal preoccupations. Having no
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hope of improving their lives in any of the ways that
matter, people have convinced themselves that what
matters is psychic self-improvement: getting in touch with
their feelings, eating health food, taking lessons in ballet
or belly-dancing, immersing themselves in the wisdom of
the East, jogging, learning how to ‘relate,” overcoming the
‘fear of pleasure.”

He adds that these pursuits may be harmless in them-
selves, but that they reflect our loss of hope in the future.

The Christian who is “born again to a living hope” is
likely to possess a commodity that is missing in our culture.
Even today, this hope will make us strangers in a culture that
has lost its hope.

This hope is not to be confused with the age-old opti-
mism which believes that “every day in every way” things are
getting better. The remarkable fact about 1 Peter is that this
book actually celebrates Christian hope in a context where the
readers had no reason to believe in progress! All that was
visible to their eyes were the hostility of their neighbors and
the prospect of “suffering as a Christian” (4:16). One David
Kendall has said:

It is one thing to have and to herald hope when we are
well fed, financially secure, comfortably related to family
and friends, and appropriately admired by professional
and personal peers. It is quite another thing, however, to
possess and to proclaim hope in a situation where com-
fort and convenience are out of the question and where
alienation and affliction are the order of the day.’

The hope which is expressed in 1 Peter is not that of a
person whose future is made secure by his adaptability to the
environment in which he lives. This hope is expressed against
the background of the hard realities of affliction and aliena-
tion.
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The Present Joy

If we are impressed by the fact that 1 Peter begins with a
celebration of hope in the midst of stress and alienation, we
are equally surprised that the opening lines of 1 Peter abound
in expressions of joy. Twice in the opening paragraph of 1
Peter, the readers are reminded of the joy of their Christian
life. “In this you rejoice,” Peter says (1:6). He describes a life
in which they “rejoice with unutterable and exalted joy” (1:8).
One might have assumed that joy was the possession of the
majority culture, whose lives were devoted to “licentiousness,
passions, drunkenness, revels, carousing and lawless idolatry”
(4:4). Indeed, an observer of the early Christians might have
assumed that the Christians, by remaining aloof from the
pagan celebrations, were missing out on the joy of that civiliza-
tion. While their pagan neighbors were enjoying the present,
Christians were the victims of slander and oppression.

How could the Christians “rejoice with unutterable and
exalted joy” in this climate? Was it because they refused to see
the world as it is? According to 1 Peter, the Christians were
under no illusions about their situation. “In this you rejoice,”
they are told, “though now for a little while you may have to
suffer various trials” (1:6). The genuineness of their faith is
tested by fire, as they face the hostility of their neighbors.
When they can see nothing but the trials which their new faith
has brought on them, they rejoice in the presence of a harsh
reality. They, and not their neighbors, are rejoicing.

One of the old criticisms of Christianity is that Christians
took the joy out of life and replaced it with an emphasis on
sorrow, pain, and suffering. According to 1 Peter, however,
Christians can experience genuine joy in the midst of suffering
because the resurrection hope (1:3) has made us aware that
even “when we do not see him” we believe in him and “rejoice
with him with unutterable and exalted joy” (1:8). Even when
we cannot see anything but the suffering, the resurrection hope
enables us to believe in the future.

In 1 Peter 4:13, the readers are encouraged to “rejoice in
so far as you share Christ’s sufferings, that you may also
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rejoice and be glad when his glory is revealed.” That is, the
ultimate rejoicing comes at the end when our faith becomes
sight. The joy we experience at the moment is an anticipation
of the future, the experience of one who looks forward so
much to the future that he already feels its presence.

During World War II, those who struggled in the resis-
tance recall the change in mood which came when they re-
ceived the news on their clandestine radios that the allies had
landed and were on the path which would bring liberation.
For the moment, the dangers for the resistance fighters had not
changed, for they still lived in a hostile environment. But the
knowledge that liberation was certain made their efforts
worthwhile. They soon realized that those in power were the
ones who lived in fear, and that they themselves already had
reason to celebrate. The good news for them, which still lay in
the future, was already being felt.

The joy of 1 Peter has grown out of the certainty of the
future and the knowledge that the future was already breaking
in on the Christians. Despite the trials, the Christians could
recognize that the present moment was the turning point in
history, a moment that had only been dreamed of by their
predecessors.

The prophets who prophesied of the grace that was to be
yours searched and inquired about this salvation; they
inquired what person or time was indicated by the Spirit
of Christ within them when predicting the sufferings of
Christ and the subsequent glory. It was revealed to them
that they were serving not themselves but you, in the
things which have now been announced to you by those
who preached the good news to you through the Holy
Spirit sent from heaven, things into which angels long to
look (1:10-12).

Their neighbors might look on the Christians with scorn,
but they knew that they were living in a time that even the
prophets and the angels wished to see. Despite the hostility, it
was not a time for condolences. It was a time for celebration,

%



Born Again

for just beyond them was the future God had prepared for
them. Unfortunately, their neighbors could not see it.

What Are We Celebrating?

Helmut Thielicke observed once that the joy that we see
in our own culture, especially that which is associated with
special occasions like New Year’s, is often a manufactured joy
which only covers up the emptiness of our lives. Do “noisy
New Year’s Eve sprees, with their alcoholic dulling of the
consciousness, . . . have their origin in our desire to drown out
this sound of time which suddenly grows louder at the turn of
the year?” he asks. Then he says,

There is a kind of joking that covers up and represses a
deeper anxiety or an unsolved problem in our life. Every
one of you has had the experience of being depressed or
even in despair and saying to yourself, “Well, there’s only
one thing for it, cost what it may, I’ll have to find some-
thing to make me laugh.” And you went to a movie which
you were told was really sidesplitting. And you really did
laugh at some of the comical situations. But, lurking in
the background, never entirely forgotten, the sadness and
the unresolved problem remained.*

When Christians refused to participate in the drunken
celebrations of their neighbors, they did not take the joy out of
life. They had found a joy that was not manufactured, but the
one that was rooted in the overwhelming experience of know-
ing that God has come into our world with good news, and
that we are allowed to share in it, knowing that God has
provided “a salvation ready to be revealed at the last time”
(1:5). God’s aliens have a cause for celebration.
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Questions for Discussion

1. What evidence in the first two chapters suggests that
the epistle is written for new Christians?

2. Compare the introduction of 1 Peter with the introduc-
tion to other epistles, especially 2 Corinthians and Ephesians.
How is the language different from normal prose? Why does 1
Peter begin with this poetic quality?

3. To what extent is Christian hope a common topic in
preaching, teaching, and daily conversation? Are Christians
distinctive in the way hope has a role in their lives?

4. Page 15 says that “the major theme (of 1 Peter) is the
hope which places suffering in perspective.” Why is perspective
important to the Christian lifestyle? How does our perspective
affect us when it is not correctly focused?

5. “Some got involved in the political process . . . only to
recognize that their hopes were like mirages. . .” (p. 18). How
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does Christian hope change the way we view worldly instru-
ments of change? Does it excuse us from working through
these avenues or re-orient our hope to God as the real agent of
change?

6. What is the relationship between hope, optimism, and
positive thinking?

7. How is the Christian experience of joy distinguished
from cultural views of joy?
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A Lifestyle
for Aliens

“Do not be conformed to the passions of your
former ignorance”
1 Peter 1:13-25

“When all become Christians,” wrote Jacques Ellul, “the
concept of Christianity is void.”? Students of the history of
early Christianity recognize that Ellul’s conclusion rests on
good historical evidence, for the growth of Christianity re-
sulted in the formation of Christian cultures, Christian socie-
ties, and even a Christian world, known as Christendom. The
more the church reached the masses, the less Christian it
became. As people came to Christianity in greater numbers,
the concept of conversion was lost, for they brought with them
the ideas and values of their old existence. Thus Christianity
was the victim of its own success when conversion lost its
original meaning. When everyone became Christian, says
Ellul, “they were being required to act as if they were true
Christians when very likely they were not.”?

For more than fifteen hundred years we have lived under
Christendom, and we have been reminded that Christendom is
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not Christianity. In the nineteenth century, Soren Kierkegaard
wrote that true Christianity is abolished in a Christian land.

The result of the Christianity of ‘Christendom’ is that
everything, absolutely everything, has remained as it was,
only everything has assumed the name ‘Christian’ — and
so (musicians, strike up the tune!) we live a life of pagan-
ism.}

The shocking thing, he wrote, is that “a religion has been
abolished by . . . flourishing.”*

Kierkegaard claimed that the situation was twice as
difficult in his day as it was when Christianity came into
existence because in Christendom it was confronted, not by
pagans and Jews, whose whole resentment was aroused, but
by Christians who were made to believe that they were Chris-
tians.’ In his “Christian land,” he saw only a Christianity that
demanded nothing. It had been altered to fit the tastes of the
masses of the people. Such a Christianity dispensed the bless-
ings of salvation, but it demanded no rigorous discipleship.
Where Christianity and sociey were the same, the church
existed only to pronounce a blessing on the people without
summoning them to repentance and discipleship.

In the earlier part of this century, Dietrich Bonhoeffer
saw many of the same problems posed by a Christian land.
This Christianity, he said, offered “cheap grace”¢ in the place
of authentic discipleship, a Christianity at bargain-basement
prices.

The “Christian lands” which Kierkegaard and Bonhoeffer
both knew were considerably different from what Americans
have experienced. Both of them grew up in state churches in
Europe where citizenship and church membership were practi-
cally synonymous. Where citizenship and church membership
were intertwined, the demands of the gospel were inevitably
omitted.
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The American experience has been different. The absence
of a state church has given religious life a quality that is lack-
ing in the countries where religion and civic life are united. Yet
the differences between the United States and European coun-
tries may be superficial, for Christendom has included both
Europe and North America. As a Christian land, we have
‘experienced the popularity of religion and the periodic times of
religious enthusiasm. Yet one may ask, along with
Kierkegaard, if this flourishing Christianity is that of the New
Testament and if converts are challenged to live the life that is
demanded in the New Testament.

A Call to Holiness

The age of Christendom has come to a close with amaz-
ing speed. Within a period of one generation, the pervasive
influence of Christianity in our schools, neighborhoods, and
civic life has almost disappeared. Those who found their
Christian assumptions untested lived under the secure umbrella
of a “Christian land.” The moral choices made by Christians
seemed infinitely easier because a Christian land shared our
assumptions about the values of human life, sex and marriage,
and many other issues.

Today we face moral decisions under new conditions.
The umbrella of a Christian land has been taken away. While
we struggle with moral questions, we are bombarded daily
with the moral values of a non-Christian land. Having been
accustomed to living comfortably within our culture, we are
now faced with the task of making choices which may separate
us from our culture in a way that we have never before experi-
enced.

To face moral choices in a non-Christian land requires
resources. The epistle of 1 Peter offers an important resource
because the recipients of this letter faced problems similar to
our own, for they were aliens in their own land also. They too
faced moral choices in a culture where their new birth into
Christianity had separated them from the values of their land.
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As aliens in their own land, they were faced with the choice of
whether they should blend in to the majority culture or live in

such a way that their neighbors would treat them with ridicule
and hostility.

Although the epistle begins with celebration and rejoicing
(1:3-12), it quickly moves to indicate that there is another side
to the Christian life. This side is described in 1:13-21. New
birth brings joy and gratitude, according to 1:3-12, but in the
new section which begins in 1:13, it involves new commit-
ments.

The first demand of the epistle is to “set your hope fully
on the grace that is coming to you at the revelation of Jesus
Christ” (1:13). At the end of the paragraph, the writer says,
“so that your faith and hope are in God” (1:21). In the open-
ing song which begins the letter, we are reminded that we have
been “born anew to a living hope” through the resurrection of
Christ (1:3). Before the moral demands are given, we are
reminded of our hope, for without hope we would be too
defeated to bother with moral commitments. Without hope,
we would live for now and blend in with our environment,
knowing that we have nothing to do but to “grab the gusto”
now.

A vivid image for the intensity of Christian morality is
given in the phrase in 1:13, “Therefore gird up your minds”
(RSV). The expression is literally, “Girding up the loins of
your minds.” In ancient times one wore the loose-fitting
garment around the house, but when the time came for a
journey or work in the fields, “he girded up the loins” to
prepare for work. In 1 Peter we have the unusual expression,
“gird up the loins of your minds.” That is, those who have
celebrated the joy of God’s gifts recognize that the time for
work has come. The only response to God’s gifts is to prepare
for an intense time of labor, one that demands concentration
and alertness. Christian morality requires intensity and
thoughtfulness.
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Two alternatives are open, according to 1 Peter, to the
Christian who lives in an alien land. One may either “be
conformed to the passions” of his pre-Christian life or he may
“be holy.” The Christians are challenged, “Do not be con-
formed to the passions of your former ignorance, but as he
who called you is holy, be holy yourselves in all your conduct”

(1:14-15). Apparently the Christian readers had already taken
this option, and it had not escaped the notice of their neigh-
bors. Later in the epistle, the author says, “Let the time that is
passed suffice for doing what the Gentiles like to do, living in
licentiousness, passions, drunkenness, revels, carousing, and
lawless idolatry. They are surprised that you do not now join
them in the same wild profligacy, and they abuse you” (4:3-4).
The Christians of Asia Minor were not aliens in their own land
because of their unusual ethnic origins, their accents, or their
dress. Their moral commitments had separated them from the
larger populace. Indeed the phrase “they are surprised at you”
in 4:4 is rendered correctly by the NIV, “They think it
strange.” The very people who had previously joined their
neighbors in their vices had now separated themselves. Thus
the author demands that they continue a moral life that is
“strange” to the populace.

Perhaps the alienation offered a constant temptation to
the Christians to adapt to the environment. Although they
have changed, the temptation remains. Consequently, they are
warned, “Do not be conformed to the passions of your former
ignorance.” Later they are reminded that the new lifestyle
involves abstaining “from the passions of the flesh that war
against the soul” (2:11). Apparently they lived in a world
dominated by the passions. When they were redeemed, they
were “ransomed from the futile traditions™ of their fathers,
according to 1:18. The new Christian life demanded that they
separate from the traditions which glorified the passions.

Elsewhere in the New Testament, we receive frequent
reminders that their environment was dominated by the
“passions” which are mentioned in 1 Peter. We have a vivid
picture in Paul’s writings of the moral condition of the world
in which Gentile Christians had lived (cf. Rom. 1:24; Eph. 2:3;
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1 Thess. 4:5). Especially in Romans 1:18-24 we see Paul’s
judgment on a pagan world dominated by the passions. He
joined his Jewish contemporaries in condemning the sexual
indulgence of the ancient culture.

The word rendered “passion” (epithumia) commonly has
a sexual connotation, and thus it can be translated “lust.”
New Testament writers assume that Christian communities are
surrounded by a world dominated by lust, but they demand
that they live by a sexual standard that will amaze their cul-
ture. Thus Christians are told not to “be conformed to the
passions of your former ignorance.” The word for “conform”
(syschematizo), used also in Romans 12:2, means literally
“shape” or “mold.” It suggests the image of clay that is being
shaped. The author knows how naturally we are shaped by
our environment, and thus he calls on Christians not to be
shaped by the lusts that dominate their own culture.

We get a vivid impression of what it meant in ancient
times to become a Christian from the second-century writer,
Justin Martyr, who describes the pilgrimage which he and
others made in becoming Christians.

We who formerly rejoiced in uncleanness of life and
now love only chastity; we who also used magic arts and
have now dedicated ourselves to the good and unbegotten
God; we who loved resources of money and possessions
more than anything, and now actually share what we
have and give to every one who is in need; we who hated
one another and killed one another and would not eat
with those of other race, and now since the manifestation
of Christ have a common life and pray for our enemies
and try to win over those who hate us without just
cause.”

A Challenge for Today

In a Christian land we might consider it unnecessary to
repeat Peter’s summons not to be “conformed to the passions”
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of our culture, for a Christian land would uphold some of our
Christian values as a matter of public policy. A Christian land
would reinforce the high view of marriage and family thatis a
part of the Christian heritage. Those values would be incul-
cated in the schools and in the media and exemplified by the
legislative leaders. Indeed, those values were held in esteem
and articulated by leaders in an earlier era. Today, however,
these values are not articulated as a part of public life. A
Christian who is not “conformed to the passions of the flesh”
will be, like the Christian of 1 Peter, a stranger and an alien.

Our culture, like that in which the first-century Christians
were living, is dominated by lust. One writer said recently that
“lust is America’s favorite indoor sport.”® “Lust,” according to
Henry Fairlie, “ is not interested in its partners, but only in
gratification of its own craving.” It turns people into objects
for the satisfaction of an appetite.

Lust is different from the romantic love which has been
celebrated since the Song of Solomon, and continues to be
celebrated in song and fiction. “Falling in love” involves the
attraction to the person, as in the Song of Solomon. Lust says,
with Dulcinea, in The Man of La Mancha, “one pair of arms is
like another.” Where one goes from one partner to another, it
is lust and not love which is predominant.

The media have come to celebrate lust as a way of life,
bombarding us with the message that sex is unrelated to
commitment. TV Guide said in one of its advertisements,

The people who write and produce prime-time televi-
sion have proven their willingness to tackle every imagin-
able theme over the past decade....They have moved into
areas once considered untouchable in prime time. Yet the
most common, most crucial of all themes—the capacity
of modern men and women to love, trust, share and
provide a moral framework for their children—this seems
beyond their grasp.®
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Elizabeth Achtemeier has written that Hollywood’s rapt
attention is drawn to sex clubs, switch groups, homosexuals
and triangles, but that “if goodness is found on the human
scene, Hollywood is sure it must have come from another
planet in the form of E.T. or some equally fanciful figure.”!

In a Christian land, Christian attitudes toward sex and
marriage are nurtured and reinforced. The post-Christian land
in which we live is dominated by the lust which encourages
casual sexual relationships. Imagine the plight of the Christian
man or woman in the university who dares to say that sexual
experience and commitment belong together. One can imagine
the Christian professional who dares not to participate in this
lifestyle. For there are social consequences to such a choice.
One immediately becomes a “stranger” or “alien” to others, a
visitor from another century.

Christians who find that their moral commitments make
them aliens in their own land may perceive this as an unfortu-
nate, if necessary, fate. One may easily feel deprived and
lacking in social acceptance because of his Christian morality.
If the readers of 1 Peter thought of themselves as deprived, the
encouraging letter which they received assured them that their
condition was nothing less than a gift. “You were ransomed
from the futile ways inherited from your fathers,” they are
told. They were ransomed, “not with perishable things such
as silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, like
that of a lamb without blemish or spot” (1:18-19). When they
see the moral conditions of their contemporaries, they do not
look with envy, nor do they wish to adapt to their moral
standards. When they see the environment around them, they
know that they have been “ransomed” or set free from the
slavery that was involved in ancient morality.

When the ancient Israelites recalled the circumstances of
their own pilgrimage, they too recognized that they had been
“rescued” in order to discover a new existence. Their “rescue”
from Egypt brought a time of hardship in the wilderness, and
even moments of homesickness for the security of their former
land. Yet they could never forget that they had been “ran-
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somed” by a God who was jealously devoted to them. This
God set one major condition for the new relationship: “You
shall be holy as I am holy” (Lev. 19:2). Israel was ransomed to
be different from her neighbors in order that she might be like
God. From this moment on, her life was to be different in its
moral content from the Canaanites and all of the others
because of her own relationship with God.

For 1 Peter, the Christian life does not consist only in
rejecting the cultural standards of the world. Christians are to
recognize that they are free to be different because they too
have been “ransomed” (1:18). To be a Christian is to “be holy
as God is holy,” the positive alternative to being “conformed
to the passions” of one’s own culture. Christians are, accord-
ing to 2:5, “a holy priesthood,” a people set apart for a spe-
cific mission. If they feel that they are like aliens in their own
land, they are not the victims of a cruel misfortune. They are
the recipients of a remarkable gift from the God who has set
them apart for a new existence.
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Questions for Discussion

1. Comment on the statement that a religion can be
abolished by flourishing. If it is possible for a religion to be
abolished by flourishing, under what circumstances does this
occur? What does this view mean for attempts at church
growth where we make the church more attractive to please
outsiders?

2. Has America historically belonged to Christendom?
How would you define Christendom?

3. To what extent is it useful to become involved in
causes which attempt to restore laws which require respect for
Christian morality? To what extent are these matters best left
to the church? Do you advocate censorship laws for television
and movies?

4. Evaluate the extent to which “cheap grace” is offered
within the church? How would you define “cheap grace?”

5. Besides the reference to “passions” in 1 Peter, in what
other areas of life does the book call for Christians not to be
conformed to their environment? Does the church, in its call
for moral living, overemphasize sexual sins and give inade-
quate attention to other forms of immorality?
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“. .. and like living stones be yourselves built into
a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood . . . .”
1 Peter 2:1-10

Dr. Karl Menninger once observed that sin dropped out
of the national vocabulary in the middle of this century.! The
word no longer has a place in public discourse because it
conveys images that the majority of the people will not accept.
The word is still used in church, but it is no longer used in
public debate by the nation’s leaders and opinion-makers.
Perhaps it was at the same time that another biblical word
dropped out of the church’s vocabulary. The words “holy”
and “holiness,” along with related words like “saint,” have
almost disappeared from the vocabulary of the church. When
the words are used, they are not likely to be used with a
favorable connotation.

These words have probably dropped from our vocabulary
because they are filled with the negative associations which our
culture has placed on them. “Holiness” brings to mind expres-
sions like “holier than thou” or “holy Joe.” The comedian
refers to the “weird holy man.” In this context, what could be
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worse than to be called holy? It conjures up images of hermits,
of religious people who live in isolation from the rest of the
world. Someone once commented that the language of disciple-
ship has been turned over to fanatics who do not fit into
“mainstream” Christianity. In the same way, holiness has
dropped out of the vocabulary of Christians.

The word is deeply rooted in both Old and New Testa-
ments. It is used to describe the incomparable God who, in
Miriam’s song (Ex. 15:11), is “majestic in holiness, terrible in
glorious deeds, doing wonders.” As the one who is absolutely
unique among the deities of the ancient world, God is holy.
The holy God calls into being a “holy people,” whose holiness
rests on their encounter with Him. “For you are a people holy
to the Lord your God,” they are told in Deuteronomy 7:6.
They are holy because “the Lord your God has chosen you to
be a people for his own possession, out of all of the peoples
that are on the face of the earth.” They are a “kingdom of
priests and a holy nation” (Ex. 19:6). As a holy people, they
are set apart for God and set apart from the world. Conse-
quently, their ethical behavior distinguishes them from the
nations around them. The meaning of holiness is especially
indicated in the moral imperatives that are given in the holi-
ness code of Leviticus 17-26. “You shall be holy, as I am
holy,” they are told (Lev. 19:2), Their holiness means that they
have been called out of environment to be God’s own posses-
sion and to reject the abhorrent morality of their neighbors.

Throughout Israel’s history, the tension was present
between her natural inclination toward assimilation with the
other nations and her memory that she had been selected to be
a holy people. From the period of the Judges to the time of
Jesus, Israel struggled with the meaning of holiness and the
temptation toward assimilating with the larger culture.

Perhaps holiness dropped out of our vocabulary because
we are accustomed to a Christian civilization where our
Christianity never demands that we stand apart from our
society. Worldliness, the opposite of holiness, has also dropped
from our vocabulary. Where we have made peace with our
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culture, the words “holiness” and “worldliness” lose their
meaning, for we cannot imagine how Christianity would
demand that we separate from the dominant standards of our
own time.

Holiness disappeared from the vocabulary of Christians
when they made peace with society. At the end of the twenti-
eth century, the peace has been disturbed, and we no longer
live in a Christian society. Thus our situation resembles the
one of Christians in 1 Peter. Peter’s call to his community was
a reminder that their status as “aliens” was not an unfortunate
accident, for God called Christians to “be holy as God is holy”
(1 Pet. 1:15). Just as the ancient Israelites were summoned out
from their neighbors to be separate for God and from the
society, the Christians who first read 1 Peter were challenged
to “be holy.” This challenge can especially be heard by Chris-
tians who live in a culture which has no respect for Christian
traditions and morality.

The pressures to fit in were enormous for the first genera-
tion of Christians. New Christians—"newborn babes”— were
faced with the challenge of “putting away” such elements of
the old life as “malice and all guile and insincerity and envy
and all slander” (2:1). The new birth, they learned, required
the putting away of old habits as certainly as one puts away
old clothes. It was this process of “putting away” that made
them aliens in their own land and produced rejection and
hostility in the populace (cf. 2:12).

How can one go about the business of being holy in the
midst of pressures that come from everywhere to fit in? Soci-
ologists remind us that those who hold the minority view are
under extraordinary pressure to give up on their “strange
ideas.” One who holds strange ideas is likely to be filled with
self-doubt and insecurity. The pressure grows to accept the
ideas which everyone knows to be true. This pressure was
undoubtedly felt by Christians in the first century whose
commitments produced alienation from their society. The
pressure is also felt today.
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How do Christians meet the challenge, the social pres-
sure, and the self-doubt that comes with holding minority
views? One answer, of course, is to revise our Christianity
until it offends no one. Another answer is provided by 1 Peter.

Come to Christ

An invitation to alien Christians is offered in 1 Peter 2:4,
where the readers are invited to “Come to him, to that living
stone.” This new birth involves not only a “putting away”
(2:1); it involves also “coming to” Jesus.

When we recall that the readers have already “come to”
Jesus, we might be surprised at the invitation to Christians
who are feeling the pressures of living as aliens. Apparently the
Christian existence requires more than a once-for-all response
to the invitation, for one continually comes to the “living
stone.”

What is most important about the living stone, according
to 1 Peter, is that he was “rejected by men but in God’s sight
chosen and precious” (cf. Ps. 118:22; 1 Pet. 2:7). He was also
the “stone of stumbling” mentioned in Isaiah (8:17). We are
reminded of Paul’s word to the Corinthians that “we preach
Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gen-
tiles” (1 Cor. 1:23). The cross was the constant reminder that
Jesus was the outsider and alien. Christians are not invited
simply to “come to Jesus,” but to “stand on the side” of Jesus,
the rejected one.

The little group of Christians, surrounded by a hostile
environment, is to recognize that its distance from its culture is
not an unfortunate circumstance. Christianity began with the
“rejected one,” and it is to the rejected Jesus that they are
invited to come. They will take their place in the company of
the one who died on a cross between two thieves.

In our culture, the invitation to “come to Jesus” has been
heard in countless ways, and Jesus still remains a popular
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figure. Indeed, according to the Gallup polls, Jesus remains
popular throughout the American populace. For some, he is
the epitome of the well-adjusted figure and success story. It is
easy to be attracted to this kind of figure. However, in 1 Peter
we are reminded that Jesus did not “fit in.” The cross is the
reminder that Jesus was an outsider. When we come to Jesus,
we stand on the side of the one who was an outsider in his
own culture.

From the viewpoint of his own culture, Jesus was an
outsider. There was, however, another side. The one who was
“rejected by men” was “chosen and precious” in God’s sight.
The stone which the builders rejected has become “the head of
the corner.” God’s judgments are not our judgments. What
was absurd in human eyes was precious in God’s sight. The
“stone of stumbling” was in fact a “cornerstone, chosen and
precious” (1 Pet. 2:6). Others may reject that stone (2:7), but
Christians have chosen to live by the story of the one who was
“chosen and precious.”

A Spiritual House

The second resource for living in a hostile environment is
to be seen when we all accept the invitation to come to Jesus.
We who come to the “living stone” are challenged to “be built
into a spiritual house” and “to be a holy priesthood.” Indeed,
those who come to Jesus are, in fact, the “living stones” out of
which the spiritual house is made. No one is asked to be an
outsider alone, and no one is to be holy in isolation. We are
reminded of Paul’s doctrine of the church as the body of
Christ. Whereas Paul describes members as the arms and legs,
feet and hands, of Christ, 1 Peter describes “living stones”
who are built into a house. New Christians are reminded that
the growth process does not take place apart from the life of
the community. Each of these “living stones” contributes to
the building of the community, for everyone has received a gift
which is to be employed for the benefit of the church (cf. 1 Pet.
4:10-11).
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We are, of course, social beings, and we cannot imagine
life that is not lived in community.

What life have you if you have not life together?
There is no life that is not in community,

wrote T.S. Eliot. Undoubtedly the Christians of Asia Minor
could have chosen between a variety of communities to which
they might have belonged. America, too, has countless oppor-
tunities for community life. Some communities are based on
common interests, and others are based on shared leisure-time
activities, and others are based on professional life. In 1 Peter,
there is a reference to a different kind of community. The
community of 1 Peter is called to be a “holy priesthood.”

Holiness was a good word for describing the community.
Just as ancient Israel was to be a “kingdom of priests and a
holy people” (Ex. 19:6), set apart from the nations around her
to serve God, the Christian community is a holy people
founded on the living stone that was rejected by men. In the
cities where the Christians live, others will look at their
strangeness and wonder why they reject the ways that have
been “inherited from the fathers” (1:18). The Christians will
be the objects of slander (2:12) and amazement (4:4). At the
work place and in the neighborhood they will be asked, often
in a condescending manner, to explain why they follow such
strange ways (3:15). Their answer is that they are a holy
people, and they have built their lives on the rejected one.

The Qumran community, who left us the Dead Sea
Scrolls, also saw themselves as the “holy people,” and thus
they retreated to the desert to live holy lives that were not
tainted by the world around them. What the Christians of 1
Peter are asked to do may be more difficult. At the work place
and in their villages, they are challenged to be a holy people
and retain their separate identity when they are surrounded by
the old ways. The pressures to conform are enormous. Proba-
bly they experience economic disadvantages and social shame
for their new moral standards. The community is the one place
where they can be reminded that the outsiders are in fact the
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“holy people” who are precious to God. In church, their moral
commitments are reinforced. They work out their moral
commitments together, knowing that there are others who are
not participating in the “drunkenness, revels, carousing, and
lawless idolatry” of their neighbors (4:4). Their teachers hold
before them the ideal of God’s holy people from the past and

~ encourage them to stay on the side of Jesus, the rejected one.
In the fact that together they are a “holy priesthood,” they find
the resources to continue their exile existence.

In the latter part of the twentieth century, our situation is
not very different from that of 1 Peter, for anyone who takes
Christian commitments and Christian morality seriously will
be placed in an uncomfortable position. The profession of
Christianity in general may not block the promotion or stand
in the way of one’s popularity, but to take one’s Christianity
seriously is a different matter. A non-Christian culture, like
that of 1 Peter, will be “surprised that you do not join them”
(4:4) in ways that are contrary to the Christian faith. The one
great resource for living the Christian life is to be found in the
church as a “holy people.”

As a people who live our Christian lives in the school and
the marketplace, the consciousness of the church as a holy
people is indispensable to maintaining our Christian identity
and our values, for we are constantly bombarded by the other
messages which are creating values. These values are antago-
nistic to the Christian faith. One of the major assumptions of
our time, for example, is that we create our own ideas of right
and wrong, and that each of us exists to exercise his freedom
for self-fulfillment. The constant barrage of the media would
convince us that we simply choose our own lifestyles, as if
moral commitments were matters of style.

A recent survey of randomly selected leaders in the
television industry showed that while ninety-three percent of
them had a religious upbringing, exactly the same percentage
seldom if ever attended church.! One writer has suggested that
television now forms the value in our civilization and is the
most ubiquitous teacher that any civilization ever had—
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running for an average of seven and a half hours a day in
ninety-eight percent of American homes.?

How does the church maintain its identity in a world
where our culture’s greatest teacher is the media? I suggest that
we have reached a very critical era when we must once more
rediscover the idea of the church as a “holy people.” In the
midst of the pervasive influence of the mass culture, we come
together regularly to be nourished by a different story. Under
the guidance of good preachers and teachers, we come together
to learn how to be a “holy people.” We leave our services
encouraged to say “no” to the messages of our culture and
reminded that Jesus was the outsider who led a counter
culture.

In a university class which I taught for many semesters on
the subject of marriage and family, I frequently asked univer-
sity students who came from a variety of religious traditions to
tell me about what they had been taught in their own heritage
about the subject of divorce. I expected to hear views which
reflected the centuries of debate on the subject and which were
then transmitted in local congregations, but to my surprise few
students had any idea what was expected of them. The experi-
ence reinforced for me the fact that a major function of Chris-
tian teaching is instruction on how to be a holy people. The
early Christian epistles, which were read in church, were filled
with concrete instructions on the Christian life: lists of vices to
“put off” and positive attributes to “put on.” Christians were
taught that they belonged to a moral community, and Chris-
tians met to reinforce the qualities in each other.

In What’s Right With the Church, William Willimon has
reminded us that our actions flow from our identity. “We
learn our ethics as we learn language, as incidental to growing
up with certain people, not because someone sat us down and
taught us.”® In the church, he says, we learn who we are, our
moral possibilities are broadened, “and our present actions are
placed in a larger context than what merely seems right to us
in the moment.”*
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If we are to be a “holy people” in a secular culture, we
must begin by reintroducing the concept of holiness to a
church which has forgotten the word itself. The Christian
message will not be a warmed-over version of those things
which play well in the media. Our worship services will remind
us that we have our own story of the one who said “no” to the
messages of sclf-gratification, the lust for power, and the desire
for pleasure. He formed a community which could pattern its
life after that story. In church we recall that Jesus was the
rejected one, but that the rejected one was in fact “chosen and
precious” in the sight of God. In realizing that we are his holy
people, we are equipped to behave as holy people.

Endnotes

James H. Billington, “Education and Culture: Beyond Lifestyles,” in
Richard John Neuhaus, ed. Virtue—Public and Private (Grand Rapids:

William B. Eerdmans, 1986) 3.
Ibid.

3William Willimon, What’s Right With the Church? (San Francisco:
Harper and Row, 1985) 82.

*Ibid.

Questions for Discussion

1. According to 1 Peter, what specific kinds of behavior
were Christians to abandon in order to be holy? What differ-
ences in lifestyle distinguish Christians from other good moral

people?

2. In your own experience, to what extent are the com-
monly accepted values socially determined? If one who holds

[s



The Church in Exile

different views is likely to be intimidated, what means are
available for Christians to resist the pressure of conformity?

3. According to 1 Peter 2:4-10, what are the two major
resources which allow Christians to live in a hostile environ-
ment?

4. To what extent is Jesus commonly understood as the
“rejected” or “unpopular” one? Is Jesus more popular than
Christianity?

5. How is the holy life of Christians different from that of
other groups which have tried to be a holy people, including
the Qumran community?

6. Discuss the ways in which television is our society’s
teacher. What can a “holy people” do to counteract this
influence?



Evangelism for
Exiles

“...that you may declare the wonderful deeds of
him who called you out of darkness into his

marvelous light.”
1 Peter 2:9-12

Dr. Leslie Newbigin served for nearly forty years as a
missionary in India before he returned to England to teach and
to be a missionary in an inner-city area. His return to his
native land and his observation of the religious conditions
there provoked him to ask the question: “What would be
involved in a genuinely missionary encounter between the
gospel and ... ‘modern Western culture?’”! After spending the
major part of his life as a missionary in the Far East, he recog-
nized that his native England presented a major challenge to
the proclamation of the gospel.

In very important ways, the task of evangelism is a
greater challenge in the western world than in the Third
World. Dr. Newbigin says, “In great areas of Asia, Africa, and
Oceania, the church grows steadily and even spectacularly. But
in the areas dominated by modern Western culture (whether in
its capitalist or socialist political expressions), the church is
shrinking and the gospel falls on deaf ears.”? Our own experi-

s
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ence confirms Dr. Newbigin’s assessment. We hear of the
vitality of the faith in distant places under the worst conditions
imaginable. Civil wars, government oppression, and economic
disaster cannot stop the growth of Christianity in some parts
of the Third World. In our own country, however, we have
watched as congregations have grown older and smaller. We
have also seen a frustration and uncertainty about the entire
evangelistic task.

Evangelism is a problem for us, in the first place, because
the word suggests methods and a mentality from the past
which make us uncomfortable. The mentality suggested the
arrogance of one who always had all of the answers, and this
view made us uncomfortable. The methods borrowed from
principles of salesmanship also disillusioned us with evangel-
ism. A textbook used for a college course in Personal Evange-
lism was Dale Carnegie’s How To Win Friends and Influence
People. The suggestion was, of course, that evangelism consists
only in learning principles of salesmanship, even manipulation.
For many of us, this approach to evangelism was shallow
enough to give the idea a bad name.

Evangelism is also a problem because we face a country
which has heard the message before. It has been heard in
church, on television and radio. We have the impression that
the public has become saturated with the Christian message.
Undoubtedly one of the most difficult tasks of all is to speak
the Christian message to those who have already heard it.

How does the church present the good news to a culture
that seems to be innoculated against it? One of the most
frequent responses in recent years has been the attempt to
clothe the message in language that is more acceptable to the
contemporary audience. This approach, of course, has much to
commend it, for we discover already in the New Testament
that the message is presented in terms that can be understood
by the listeners. Paul’s speech at Athens (Acts 17:22-31) is
very different from his evangelistic messages to Jewish audi-
ences (cf. Acts 13:16-41). Nevertheless, Paul did not simply
adapt his message to fit the tastes of his audience. In each case,
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the central Christian convictions about Jesus and the resurrec-
tion were unmistakably present.

James Hunter, in American Evangelicalism, has pointed
out that an extraordinary amount of contemporary evangelical
literature consists of accommodating the Christian message to
the prevailing tastes of the time. Hunter observes the book
titles which come from evangelical publishing houses, and
notes that Christianity is commended in this literature in ways
which reflect a new attempt to accommodate to the questions
that are presently being asked. Only recently, he says, “has
literature been published with such titles as God’s Psychiatry
(Allen, 1953), The Sensation of Being Somebody: Building an
Adequate Self-Concept (Wagner, 1979), ...The Art of Getting
Along With People (Osborne, 1979), reflecting a unique
subjectivism in the Evangelical world view.”* Other popular
books include God’s Key to Health and Happiness (1976),
The Art of Understanding Yourself (1968), and Do I Have To
Be Me? (Ahlem, 1973). While many of the questions are
legitimate ones, the central theme running through this litera-
ture consists of demonstrating that Christianity appeals to our
drive for self-actualization, happiness, and personal fulfillment.
Christianity is packaged and marketed in such a way that it
appeals to the selfishness and individual drive for personal
pleasure that dominates our culture. Hunter says, “An impot-
tant consequence of Evangelicalism’s accommodation to
modernity has been its increased marketability in a highly
competitive religious market place.”’ Features of Christianity
which might be found objectionable are minimized or ignored
because of the demands of “marketing the product.”

A contemporary approach to evangelism and church
growth is to offer a Christianity which maximizes the benefits
of Christianity to the consumer. Christianity is marketed as the
key to successful family life or the source of proper self-
esteem. While it may be true that the Christian life does pro-
duce better marriages, better self-esteem and greater personal
happiness, there is another side of the Christian life which is
often ignored. As we recall from 1 Peter, the joy of the Chris-
tian faith may indeed be associated with having a message that
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makes one a stranger in his own land. The personal happiness
of Christians in the first century was not that of American self-
indulgence, but the joy of sharing in the sufferings of Christ.

The Christianity which grows by careful market analysis
and by careful attention to “what the consumers are buying”
will lose its identity. Under these conditions it may grow when
it has nothing left to say.

Evangelism for Aliens

The question sometimes raised by classical scholars is,
“Why did Christianity win?” How did this movement spread
under such unbearable conditions? They did not win through
market analysis, for the Christians were the objects of ridicule
and slander. Indeed, the hostility which is apparent in 1 Peter
is the result of the fact that they have separated themselves
from the “traditions of the fathers” (1:18) and maintained
their identity so strongly that they were persecuted. It was as if
they had built walls around them to separate them from their
own culture. A “holy people” needed the walls that separated
them from the practices of their neighbors (cf. 4:4).

For some who choose to be a holy people, evangelism is
impossible. The Qumran community, with its conviction about
the corruption of society, was scarcely evangelistic, for it
placed the holiness of the community above outreach.
Throughout the history of Christianity, one of the options of
those who wished to maintain their holiness was to separate
from the evils of the world. This option, however, is not the
one recommended in 1 Peter. The task of the “holy people,”
according to 1 Peter 2:9, was to “declare the wonderful deeds
of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous
light” (2:9). Even in a hostile climate, the church has an
evangelistic task.

The Christians of 1 Peter were not intimidated by their
role as “aliens and exiles.” Nor did they echo the voices which
were speaking in their culture. Like the Israelites in Isaiah
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42:12 who were challenged to “declare his praise in the
coastlands,” the Christians are to “declare” what God has
done. The word “declare” (exangello), used in 1 Peter with the
purpose clause (“that you may declare”), reminds us that the
Christian community faces the world with full confidence in its
message. The Christian community is not to be forever listen-
ing to the voices of culture in order that its voice will harmo-
nize with prevailing tastes. Instead, it confidently declares its
message.

The evangelistic message grows out of the conviction that
God has “called us out of darkness into his marvelous light”
(1 Pet. 2:9). We are reminded of Jesus’ statement to his dis-
ciples: “You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill
cannot be hid” (Matt. 5:14-16).

At the end of the first century, evangelism took place
under conditions that would seem intolerable to us. The entire
book of 1 Peter suggests the hostility and suspicion with which
the pagan neighbors looked at the Christians. In that society,
evangelistic programs, door-knocking campaigns, and other
means to gain visibility were unthinkable. Nevertheless the
movement grew enough that the pagan neighbors were increas-
ingly bothered by its expansion. It is often asked how Christi-
anity triumphed and drove the competition from the field
under these unfavorable conditions. Nothing was more power-
ful for these Christians than the conviction that they had
found the light, a message they declared wherever they went.

Sometimes this word was declared to the pagans who
visited Christian assemblies. In 1 Corinthians 14:23 Paul is
conscious of the impact of the Christian assembly on outsiders.
The original readers of 1 Peter are reminded that they were
“born anew ... through the living and abiding word of God”
(1:23). They are told that “that word is the good news which
was preached to you” (1:25). Perhaps many of the readers
themselves had first been converted through the power of the
preaching which they heard in Christian assemblies. The clear,
forceful message made an impression on them which they
could not forget.
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At other times the word was declared by the individual
Christians who took the message to the neighborhood and the
work place. We have no records of organized evangelistic
work in the ancient church, and yet the church grew remarka-
bly in some areas. Celsus, one ancient pagan writer, com-
plained that Christians aggressively proclaimed their faith in
homes and at the work place. This conviction that they had
been “called out of darkness into his marvelous light” mobi-
lized Christians in their private lives, and it gave power to
Christian assemblies where the word of God was preached
with passion and conviction.

Is evangelism possible in a culture which has turned
committed Christians into “aliens and exiles?” The epistle of 1
Peter is a reminder that evangelism can take place in the worst
of times when Christians are convinced that they have been
called out of darkness into his marvelous light. 1 am convinced
that what we need in order to have an effective evangelistic
witness is not a message that has been trimmed to fit prevailing
tastes. Evangelism does not grow out of our gaining a greater
command of mass media, marketing technique, or the means
of persuasion.

Why has evangelism fallen out of favor? Perhaps it has
fallen out of favor because we are not certain what there is to
say. In the absence of something to say, we spend our time
echoing what others have said already.

An Evangelistic Lifestyle

In the new section of 1 Peter, which begins at 2:11 and
extends through chapter three, we discover that the power of
early Christianity was not limited to the spoken word. The
section concerns Christian moral behavior, and it includes
specific advice on how to live in a pagan society within the
concrete circumstances of life. Advice is given on the Chris-
tian’s relationship to government, on the Christian slave’s
attitude to his pagan master, and on the Christian wife’s
attitude to her husband (2:13-3:7). Behind the advice, appar-
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ently, was the recognition that the pagans noticed the conduct
of the Christians. Indeed, Christians are reminded that the
Gentiles “speak of you as evildoers” (2:12). Undoubtedly the
separation of Christians from others and their strange ways

(cf. 4:3-4) caused rumors to spread among the pagan neigh-
bors.

The moral advice that is given in the new section begins
with a reminder that Christians are to “abstain from the
passions of the flesh that wage war against the soul” (2:11).
Abstinence from these passions (epithumiai) was to be the
identifying sign of the Christian community in a world which
was enslaved to its own lusts. A community not enslaved to its
passions was different in that society. Already in the epistle we
have been reminded that slavery to these “passions” belongs to
the old lifestyle (cf. 1:14, “your former passions”; cf. 4:3).

The word for “passions” (epithumiai), which refers to
sexual passions, literally refers to any desire or longing. It can
sometimes be used for desires that are proper. But it is most
commonly used for improper selfish desires. The challenge to
Christians in 2:11 is to abstain from every desire for self-
fulfiliment which does not include submission to God.

The reason for this advice is that Christian conduct is
noticed by others. Although Christians are “aliens and exiles,”
they have not built walls of separation around themselves, for
they “maintain good conduct among the Gentiles” (2:12).
They demonstrate among their neighbors a life that is not
enslaved to their own desire for self-realization.

The result of “maintaining good conduct among the
Gentiles” is that Christians have an evangelistic impact on
their neighbors. “They may see your good deeds and glorify
God on the day of visitation.” That is, the Christian lifestyle is
noticed! Evangelism takes place not only with the proclama-
tion of the word, but in the neighborhoods and at the work
places where people notice the transformation that has taken
place in Christian lives.

[
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The evangelistic impact of Christian lives is one of the
threads which runs through the epistle of 1 Peter. Christian
wives may win their pagan husbands to the faith “without a
word” (3:1). Pagan critics are silenced, not by Christian
arguments, but by Christian lives (2:15). The significant
evangelistic strategy of 1 Peter included the power of dedicated
lives to win over those who first scorned the strangeness of the
alien lifestyle.

Throughout the early church, nothing was more effective
in evangelism than Christian communities which were noticea-
bly different from their pagan surroundings. Christians consis-
tently appealed to each other to live in such a way that their
neighbors could see the difference Christ had made. We are
reminded of Jesus’ challenge to the disciples to be a “city set
on a hill which cannot be hid.” He knew that the result would
be that “men will see your good works and glorify your father
in heaven” (Matt. 5:16). Paul writes to the Philippians that
they “shine as lights in the world” (2:15). He advises the
Colossians, “Conduct yourselves wisely toward outsiders™
(Col. 4:5). To the Thessalonians he writes, “so that you may
command the respect of outsiders™ (4:12).

Did the strategy work? Historians list as one of the chief
reasons for the triumph of Christianity the fact that Christians
made high moral demands and had the power to live up to
these demands. A clear alternative was offered to the decadent
pagan society, and many chose the stern discipline of the
Christian community over the paganism which demanded
nothing.

What is the key to effective evangelism in an increasingly
non-Christian culture? What could be more powerful and
more compelling than communities which present an alterna-
tive lifestyle or counter culture to the prevailing norms? Imag-
ine a community that is shaped by the gospel message of
selflessness, a community where ambition, pride, and the
hunger for power have no place. A community which finds joy
in single-minded commitment to the faith would be powerful
enough to win over many of the most cynical critics of Christi-
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anity, for no one could argue against the power of Christian
lives.

I read recently of a missionary in India who went from
village to village entertaining the people with films and magic
tricks before he spoke to them about Christ. Once when he
spoke of Christ, an elderly man, a Hindu, stood up and said:

Dear pastor, we have listened with interest, yes, with
respect, to your words about Jesus Christ. We love Christ
and honor him as a unique man and as God. We also like
to read the Bible, when we have the time and are not too
tired. But, pardon me for saying this, this does not make
us want to become Christians. Don’t we know your
parishioners? Don’t we know how they live? How much
hostility and enmity, how much drunkenness and deceit
there is among them? They live no better than we do.¢
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Questions for Discussion

1. Describe the changes which you have observed in the
place of evangelism in the life of the church. How do you
account for the changes?

2. To what event should evangelists adapt their message
to the audience? What are the advantages? What are the
dangers?

3. According to historians, why did Christianity win?

4. What opportunities did the early church have for
evangelism? Compare them with the kinds of opportunities
which the church has today.

5. What is an evangelistic lifestyle? Is the evangelistic
lifestyle described in 1 Peter likely to be effective?

6. Compare evangelism with salesmanship. To what
extent are the techniques of salesmanship appropriate for
evangelism?

7. If one looks at the evangelical book market, what are
the most common approaches today for evangelism?
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“Live as free men, yet without using your freedom
as a pretext for evil; but live as servants of God.”
1 Peter 2:13-17

In one of the most significant books of the 1980s, Robert
Bellah and a team of sociologists wrote Habits of the Heart,
which is subtitled, “Individualism and Commitment in Ameri-
can Life.” It is a study of the American character—"our habits
of the heart” and our deeply held values. One of the most
treasured of all values is that of freedom. The authors say,
“Freedom is perhaps the most resonant, deeply held American
value. In some ways, it defines the good in both personal and
political life.”*

Our most cherished national documents remind us of the
place of freedom in our national consciousness. Many of us
memorized long ago the words of the Declaration of Independ-
ence: “We hold these truths to be self-evident that all men are
created equal, and that they are endowed by their Creator with
certain unalienable rights.” We also learned Lincoln’s words,
“QOur forefathers brought forth on this continent a new nation,
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conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all
men are created equal.” We may be a nation of many different
traditions, but the language of freedom has been the one value
that was shared by all.

In our own generation we have witnessed breathtaking
changes in the extension of human rights, as successive groups
appealed to our founding documents to assert their rights to
equality under the law. Rights which were originally extended
only to white males have been expanded to include women
and the descendants of black slaves. Basic rights have also
been extended to the elderly. We continue to debate questions
about the rights of children. In some instances, the process of
extending these rights has been painful and divisive. The
debate continues today, and each time the debate is based on
an appeal to our deeply held love of freedom.

Freedom in Qur Culture

While we may all appeal to the idea of freedom, we are
less certain what it means to be free. The authors of Habits of
the Heart conclude that:

..freedom turns out to mean being left alone by others,
not having other people’s values, ideas, or styles of life
forced upon one, being free of arbitrary authority in
work, family, and political life. What it is that one might
do with his freedom is much more difficult for Americans
to define. And if the entire social world is made up of
individuals, each endowed with the right to be free of
others’ demands, it becomes hard to forge bonds of
attachment, or cooperation with, other people, since such
bonds would imply obligations that necessarily impinge
on one’s freedom.?

The freedom that we cherish in our own culture is the
freedom of the individual to assert himself. Individual freedom
thus takes its place before the interests of the group. In this
kind of culture, government, marriage, and other relationships

u/
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serve primarily the interests of individuals. Our society is a
collection of interest groups, and each is intent on asserting its
own rights. Because institutions exist only to enhance the self-
fulfillment of individuals, they are frequently cast aside when
they seem to inhibit our freedom.

Christian Freedom

If freedom is a highly treasured value in our own society,
it is also an important word for the church. “Live as free
men,” the recipients of 1 Peter are told (2:16). Their freedom is
described in 1:18 as the condition of those who were “ran-
somed from the futile ways inherited from your fathers”
(1:18). The new existence meant freedom from the bondage of
the past.

The love of freedom is found throughout the New Testa-
ment, and especially in Paul’s letters. “Where the Spirit of the
Lord is, there is freedom,” Paul says (2 Cor. 3:17). “For
freedom Christ has set us free,” he exclaims to the Galatians
(5:1; cf. 5:13). Paul affirms his own freedom (1 Cor. 9:1), and
he is determined that no one will subject him again to bondage
(Gal. 2:4). The new existence in Christ means freedom from
the bondage to the law (Rom. 7:3; 8:2). Christians are not
slaves, but enjoy the freedom of adult children in their father’s
house (cf. Gal. 4:1-6).

Freedom is, of course, a precious word in every culture. It
is the rallying cry for oppressed peoples around the world. It
seems to be the most treasured word for revolutionaries who
rally the people to throw off a colonial power. It is the favorite
word for oppressed minorities who want to claim their basic
dignity in their own country. Even well-fed, upwardly mobile
citizens of western countries still demand freedoms which they
believe are denied them. Because freedom is the favorite word
of such diverse groups, one suspects that the word means
different things to different people.
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A Misunderstood Word

Perhaps it was because freedom could have many differ-
ent meanings that the carly Christian writers scarcely use the
word without warning against a misunderstanding (cf. 1 Cor.
6:12; 10:23; Gal. 5:1, 13). The same concern is apparent in the
advice given in 1 Peter 2:16, “Live as free men, yet without
using your freedom as a pretext for evil; but live as servants of
God.” There was the danger that the Christians might confuse
their Christian freedom with all of the associations that word
had in their pagafi'environment. Under these circumstances,
freedom could be turned into a noble-sounding pretext to
cover what Christians might want to do for their own selfish
motives.

For 1 Peter, freedom meant, in the first place, being
“ransomed from the traditions of the fathers” (1:18). One can
imagine the questions that faced new Christians who asked
what it meant to be liberated from these old traditions. They
could have concluded that the new alien lifestyle involved
freedom from the obligations to the society which looked on
them with disdain. New questions continually faced them:
Were they free from their old obligations to their government,
their fellow-citizens, their superiors, their parents, their fami-
lies? Did freedom now mean that they could withdraw from
these old obligations to pursue their own private interests? The
Christian slaves wondecred if their new freedom released them
from the institution of slavery, with all of its cruelty. Christian
wives must have asked if they now were expected to show
respect for their pagan husbands.

Rumors were circulating about the Christians. Ancient
writers regarded them in the same way that we might regard
the members of a strange new cult. Indeed, Christians were
considered dangerous because they broke with traditions
which were firmly held. Tacitus, the Roman historian, said of
the Jews, “And the earliest lesson they receive is to despise the
gods, to disown their country, and to regard their parents,
children, and brothers as of little account.”® The same charges
could have been made against Christians. They were consid-
ered dangerous to the established institutions.



Freedom for Exiles

Christians were indeed vulnerable in this society, for they
appeared to undermine established traditions. According to 1
Peter 4:4, they apparently refused to participate in the festivals
of the community. One can imagine what these little enclaves
of Christians meant to the families left behind.

How were the Christians to live out their freedom from
the “traditions of the fathers?” One can imagine the slanders
from neighbors, husbands, masters, and magistrates (cf. 2:12;
3:16). What did it mean to live as aliens and exiles? Were they
free from these institutions where they were being slandered?
Were slaves and women to assert their freedom from the
established institutions of slavery and marriage, particularly
when they were associated with non-Christians? Were they
free from the government which did not respect their rights?

Although our questions are not precisely those which
were being asked in 1 Peter, we too struggle with the meaning
of Christian freedom. Like the Christians of the first century,
we have difficulty speaking of freedom apart from the associa-
tions the word has in our culture. Our temptation is to speak
of Christian freedom as if it meant asserting one’s own rights,
being left alone by others, fulfilling our own potential. I recall
an article which appeared some years ago in Christian Cen-
tury, challenging us to rethink the traditional Christian prohi-
bition of divorce. The author said,

If Jesus allowed for breaking the honored Sabbath
laws..., would he now allow for a suspension of the
proscription against divorce if such were to liberate a
person from the bondage to an intolerable marriage? . ..
does it now follow that marriage was made for humanity,
rather than humanity for marriage? If the institution,
important as it is, does violence to the individual, then
shouldn’t the institution be amended in order that the
individual might flourish?*

The freedom the author advocated was merely the free-
dom of our contemporary culture, the freedom of self-fulfill-
ment, wrapped in a Christian veneer.
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How is Christian freedom to be distinguished from the
freedom which our culture cherishes? In 1 Peter 2:11 a new
section begins, which extends to 4:11. The subject of this new
section is the conduct of Christians in their normal relation-
ships. Although Christians are addressed as “aliens and ex-
iles,” they do not retreat from the world around them, for they
maintain “good conduct among the Gentiles” (2:12). The
following sections address the many ways in which Christians
maintain this good conduct among the Gentiles, for Christians
are addressed as citizens, slaves, wives, and husbands who
interact daily with the non-Christian world. Unlike the
Qumran community, which had retreated to the desert to
maintain its holiness, the Christian exiles remained within the
institutions of society where their behavior was noticed.
Although they had been “ransomed from the traditions of the
fathers” (1:18), their freedom did not release them from their
place in society.

A remarkable fact about this alien existence is that
Christians are challenged to “maintain good conduct among
the Gentiles, so that in case they speak of you as wrongdoers,
they may see your good works and glorify God on the day of
visitation” (2:12). Rumors were spreading that Christians were
so unconcerned about their world that they undermined
society, but Christians were challenged to do good. Their good
conduct would silence those who spread the rumor that
Christians undermined society (cf. 2:15, 20; 3:1-2). Christians
were expected to be good citizens, slaves and wives within a
non-Christian world. Freedom was no pretext for liberation
from these institutions.

Perhaps the most remarkable fact about this alien exis-
tence is that it involved conduct that seemed to fit in with the
cultural values of their own time. Christians were challenged
to be “good” in a way that their pagan neighbors would
appreciate their conduct. Indeed, the word rendered “do right”
in the RSV (agathopoiein) appears three times in this section
(2:15, 20; 3:6) to describe the Christian behavior which should
impress their pagan neighbors. Apparently there were ways in
which Christians and pagans shared the same moral concepts.
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For both Christians and pagans, there was a concept of “doing
right,” and Christian freedom did not release anyone from the
obligation to “do right.”

The Freedom of Submissiveness

The Christians of 1 Peter were not addressed in vague
generalities about the proper conduct of aliens, for the section
in 2:13-3:7 speaks specifically about the obligations of Chris-
tian freedom. Perhaps the most remarkable feature of this
entire section is that in the three successive paragraphs Chris-
tians are addressed with the simple verb, “be subject” or “be
submissive” (bypotassein). All Christians are charged to be
submissive to governing authorities. Christian slaves are
charged to be submissive to Christian masters; and Christian
wives are challenged to be submissive to their non-Christian
husbands. All of these commandments are given in the midst
of instructions which assume the existence of Christian free-
dom. Christian freedom (2:16) is experienced in the midst of
submission!

The verb bypotassein is derived from the Greek words
hypo (“under”) and tassein (“to order, institute, or place”),
and it is related to the noun taxis (“order,” cf. 1 Cor. 14:40,
“decently and in order”). The focus of the word is on placing
oneself in an orderly arrangement. Hypotassein involves living
an orderly life by accepting one’s place or one’s position in life.
The opposite of “submission” would be to seek one’s own
advantage or to resist one’s circumstances (cf. Rom. 13:5).

This word stands at the center of early Christian moral
instruction. When Paul instructs Christians on their relation-
ship to the government, he uses forms of hypotassein and
tassein repeatedly in Romans 13 (13:1,2, 5). He uses the word
for the relationship of Christians to each other (cf. 1 Cor.
16:16). In the passages on the houschold in Colossians 3:18
and Ephesians 5:21, he uses the word for the relationship of
family members to each other. Thus for both Paul’s letters and
the epistle of 1 Peter, “submission” is a central word for
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Christian conduct (cf. also Tit. 2:5; 3:1). The word character-
izes the Christians in their preference for order and their
determination not to seek first their own interests.

The emphasis on submission is especially remarkable in a
book written to “aliens and exiles,” for the advice to “submit”
appears to be a call to “adapt” or “accommodate” Christian
conduct to the prevailing moral climate. Ancient writers agreed
with the teaching of 1 Peter that everyone should submit to the
government; that slaves should submit to their masters; that
wives should be submissive to their husbands. The advice that
is given in 1 Peter 2:13-3:7 seems, on the surface, to be identi-
cal with the morality of that time, and scarcely the strange
morality of “aliens and exiles.”

What is the morality of aliens and exiles? We have seen,
in the first place, that in many instances the Christians were
known for their strange conduct (cf. 4:4, “They are surprised
that you do not now join them....”). Yet Christian moral
teaching sometimes agreed with that of the pagan neighbors.
Yet even where Christian morality seemed to fit in with its
culture, it was different nonetheless, for Christian morality had
a new motivation.

It was not only for the sake of fitting in to the morality of
the day that the readers of this letter are challenged to “submit
to every human institution” (cf. 2:13). Indeed, Christians could
show that they were not conformed to the world in their acts
of submission to others, for their submission was at the heart
of their faith. Submission, like humility, was a word which
took on a new dignity among Christians. Those who have the
superior social position are reminded not to be domineering
toward those whose position is inferior (3:7; cf. 5:3), and those
who are placed in an inferior position are challenged to “be
subject” (cf. 5:5). All Christians are called upon to clothe
themselves with humility toward each other, “for God opposes
the proud, but gives grace to the humble” (5:5). The entire
community is instructed to “have unity of spirit, sympathy,
love of the brethren, a tender heart and a humble mind” (3:8).
They are to practice nonresistance, and to resist the temptation
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to return evil for evil (3:9). Submission, therefore, belongs to a
broader context of early Christian morality. Christians knew
the story of Christ, the submissive one, and that story shaped
their attitude toward the society around them. When the
whole community learned that story, together they shared the
new value that was given to humility.

Submission Today

The advice in 1 Peter was expressed in an ancient society
where the rule of the Roman emperor and his local governors
(2:13) was supreme. Christians were taught not to despise the
rule of law, nor to challenge its authority, but to demonstrate
their willingness to serve the greater good of society by con-
tributing to public order. Despite the charges made against
them, they would demonstrate Christian humility in their lives
as citizens, Christian exiles joined their neighbors in their
respect for an orderly life.

In Habits of the Heart, the authors observe that while
Americans treasure their freedom to have a part in shaping the
destiny of their country, they also see their freedom largely in
terms of their own narrow political interests. Indeed, our
freedom consists largely in the rights of interest groups who
demand their rights, even at the expense of the larger body. To
play partisan politics is to seck the advantage of one’s own
group. To rise “above politics” is to seek the public good.

The instruction of 1 Peter is for Christians to live as good
citizens, preferring the welfare of the entire society over their
own well-being. In a society where groups demand their own
rights, Christians are known for the submission which looks to
the interest of others. Those who practice Christian submission
will be exiles in their own land, and they will present a new
idea of freedom to their society. This new kind of freedom will
have a positive impact on those who observe the selflessness of
Christians (2:15; cf. 2:12).

o



The Church in Exile

Endnotes

Robert Bellah, et al, Habits of the Heart (Berkeley: U. of California,
1985) 23.

2Ibid.
3Tacitus, Hist. V. 5.

“‘Robert Sinks, “A Theology of Divorce,” Christian Century (1977)
378.

SHabits of the Heart, 202.

Questions for Discussion

1. What is the most common definition of freedom in our
society? To what extent do popular conceptions strengthen or
undermine the life of the larger communities?

2. Give examples of the fact that early Christians con-
stantly were concerned about the misunderstanding of free-
dom.

3. In what ways were Christians considered dangerous to
established institutions?

4, In what ways did Christian conduct fit in with the
conduct of non-Christians? Does Christian conduct often fit in
with society?

5. How does Christian freedom involve submission?
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On Having a Story

“For to this end you have been called, because
Christ also suffered for you. . ..”
1 Peter 2:18-25

The biblical passages which refer to slavery have always
been an embarrassment to enlightened Christians of the twen-
tieth century, for nothing offends our sense of decency more
than the idea of holding another person in bondage. The
passages present special difficulties for students of American
history, for our nation was deeply scarred by the issue of
slavery. The wounds of that terrible conflict remain a part of
American life. Oppressors appealed to these passages for
support in defending their oppression, arguing that Christian-
ity stood on the side of power and against the weak and
powecrless. In some cases, the oppressed also concluded that
Christianity stood on the side of the powerful who robbed
them of their dignity.

Although the New Testament dignifies slaves by indicat-
ing that “there is neither slave nor free” (Gal. 3:28; cf. 1 Cor.
7:22), it does not challenge the institution itself. While slaves
and masters came together in the church as brothers and sisters
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in Christ, slaves remained slaves. Undoubtedly the new rela-
tionship in Christ improved their situation, for masters are
warned against abusing their slaves (Eph. 6:9; Col. 4:1).
Nevertheless slavery is a fact in the New Testament, as it was
in the Greco-Roman world.

Modern readers may have difficulty visualizing ancient
slavery without reading into the text the ideas that come from
the American experience, for ancient slavery was not based on
color or the horror of the slave trade of more recent times. In
ancient times, one could be a slave either from birth or from
the misfortune of being captured in war. At times slaves had
responsible positions in the household, and in many instances
they were well educated. In some instances a slave could
purchase his own freedom and then enter into public life.
Epictetus, for example, who lived from A.D. 55 to 135, grew
up as a slave before being set free. From there he became an
important Stoic philosopher.

Although ancient slaves might be well educated and hold
responsible positions, their experience contained much of the
dehumanizing impact that accompanied slavery in the Ameri-
can experience. In both cases slaves were property, and they
were dependent on the kindness of the masters. Some lived in
tolerable circumstances, but others were the victims of sadistic
masters. While some protection existed for slaves under Ro-
man law, masters often tortured and even killed their slaves
without fear of punishment.

As Christianity spread, slaves entered the church in great
numbers. Sometimes entire households were converted at once
(cf. Acts 16:15; 18:8; 1 Cor. 1:16). Apparently slaves were
numbered in many of these households, for the members of
Christian households are sometimes addressed (cf. Col. 3:18-
4:1; Eph. 5:21-6:9). In other instances slave owners apparently
became Christians without their slaves, as in the case of
Philemon. There were also instances where slaves became
Christians apart from their masters. This was apparently the
case in 1 Peter.
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The advice to slaves in 1 Peter contains the reminder
about the more tragic aspects of slavery. Although some slaves
were fortunate enough to serve good and kind masters (cf.
2:18), others served under “overbearing” (RSV) or “harsh”
(NIV) masters. The word for “overbearing” (skolios) means
literally “crooked” or “perverse.” Slaves had no rights in the
presence of perverse, sadistic masters, and it was not uncom-
mon for slaves to suffer unjustly at the whim of their masters.
If the Christian community was vulnerable in the midst of a
hostile society, Christian slaves were even more vulnerable.
Even if Christianity had not threatened the institution of
slavery itself, their pagan masters could never be absolutely
certain of the loyalty of those slaves who belonged to a strange
new religion. We can imagine the potential for conflict when
Christian slaves insisted in going off to what appeared to be a
secret meeting, Their Christian commitment could have been
the source for their being singled out to become the objects of
a special kind of discrimination, While the whole church was
suffering the effects of discrimination, no one experienced it
more than those who had no civil rights.

The slaves had undoubtedly heard that they, along with
other Christians, were free in Christ (1 Pet. 2:16) and “ran-
somed from the traditions of the fathers” (1:18). Perhaps they
wondered if this new freedom in Christ liberated them from an
evil institution. Did their existence as Christian exiles allow
them to rebel against harsh masters or at least to escape from
this demeaning existence? Christian slaves might easily have
concluded that they could serve God more easily if only they
had a better place to serve him. However, they are instructed
to “be submissive to your masters with all respect.” Not only
are they to submit to the kind and gentle masters, but also to
the overbearing, cruel masters, even if it meant suffering
unjustly at the whim of these masters.

Why do the New Testament writings, including 1 Peter,
not challenge the institution which destroyed all human
dignity? In the first place, early Christians, meeting as small
enclaves in the major cities with a large slave membership, had
none of the resources for such a massive economic restructur-
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ing of society. In a civilization built largely on this institution,
this task would have been unthinkable.

The advice in 1 Peter points to another important reason
why the institution is mentioned without objection. Submis-
sion for Christians has taken on an entirely new meaning, for
all Christians have learned the value of “counting others better
than themselves” (cf. Phil. 2:3). Christians look to the interests
of others, and not only to their own interests. Thus slaves are
instructed to be submissive, not because Christianity is always
on the side of the oppressors, but because submission lies at
the heart of Christian behavior.

At first it appears that the morality of Christian slaves is
the same as that which was expected of all slaves: to fit in with
popular expectation, to accept their place. Is this morality
different from the common morality of the culture? The new
feature is that Christian slaves have discovered that their plight
is not only something to endure. In suffering unjustly they can
demonstrate the new value that Christianity places on submis-
sion under circumstances that are harsh and unfair. They can
experience freedom even here

Paradigms for the Church

If the advice to the exiles of the cities of Asia Minor
seems far removed from the experience of modern urban
Americans, advice to the slaves of those areas seems at first to
be more remote from our own experience. What can this
advice possibly mean to those of us who cannot comprehend
the discrimination and suffering of ancient household slaves?
One commentator has suggested that the advice to slaves in 1
Peter is the heart of the letter, for what the slaves were experi-
encing—unjust suffering and discrimination—was what all
Christian exiles were discovering in their relationship with the
world around them. While slaves knew unjust suffering at its
worst, the entire Christian community discovered that their
Christian commitment involved suffering for their Christianity.
Christianity had not brought peace and tranquility, but a time
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of testing (1:6-8) where they knew how to suffer as Christians
(cf. 4:16). The Christian life was precarious for all of the
Christian exiles.

When we discover that the words to slaves were in fact
addressed to all Christians who suffer unjustly from discrimi-
nation, the instructions become more than an embarrassing
acceptance of the status quo and a bit of favoritism for those
in power. The words in 1 Peter speak to all Christians who
pay the price of being Christians in a hostile or indifferent
society. The price is indeed great for Christians who work in
totalitarian lands. Advancement in one’s own profession may
be blocked by one’s “fanaticism.” The discrimination affects
the extended family. The Christian not only suffers as a Chris-
tian, but brings suffering upon others.

Subtler pressures work in the western world, where the
greatest value of all is tolerance. Tolerance extends to many
lifestyles, but it may not extend to the Christian whose com-
mitment is looked upon with disdain. Religious commitment
may not stand in the way of advancement, but where it is
taken seriously it can make life difficult. People with religious
commitment sometimes ask hard ethical questions of their
employers. They place Christ and the church first in their lives,
and these demands come into conflict with the absolute loyalty
that is expected of the worker. Thus the advice to slaves is not
far removed from the world of the twentieth century, for we
too live our Christian lives in unfavorable circumstances.

The significance of the advice to slaves is weakened in the
English translations of 2:19, 20. In the Greek of these two
verses, there is the repetition of the words, “For this is grace.”
The RSV renders the words, “For one is approved” and “you
have God’s approval.” The NIV renders the words, “It is
commendable.” The readers are told twice, “This is grace.”
The grace of God—His gracious, unmerited gift—is experi-
enced where we live our Christian lives in the midst of difficult
circumstances.

At the heart of 1 Peter is the offer of God’s grace. In the
opening words of the book the readers are offered God’s
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grace: “May grace and peace be multiplied to you” (1:2).
Near the end of the book, the readers are told that “this is the
grace of God; stand fast in it” (5:12). God’s grace was long
ago announced by the prophets, and is now experienced in the
church (1:10). Although grace is experienced already, it is yet
to come (1:13) with the return of the Lord. The exile commu-
nity, vulnerable as it is in a hostile society, relies on the grace
of God to survive. Thus all Christians, including Christian
slaves, are told, “This is the grace of God.”

The grace of God is not sold at discount prices. Popular
religion attempts to convince us that grace is available without
a price to be paid. Christianity is sold and marketed as if grace
were ecasily available without cost. Churches compete with
each other like merchandisers to offer more benefits at less
cost. The epistle of 1 Peter challenges our easy assumptions
about faithful Christian commitment, for the epistle rings with
the assurance that grace is found where we lose ourselves and
even suffer for our faith.

God'’s Calling

If Christian slaves had thought that their service to God
would be greatly enhanced if only they could find another
place to serve, they were disappointed by the words of 1 Peter
2:21, “For unto this you were called.” Their status, as onerous
as it might be, was a place where they could experience God’s
grace and serve him. Remarkably, their mundane chores are
described, not as an unfortunate and temporary circumstance,
but as a “calling,” an opportunity to serve God.

Normally, God’s calling is associated with the invitation
to become a Christian (cf. 1 Pet. 1:15; 2:9; 5:10). Sometimes it
is associated with a mission to which God commissions us (cf.
Gal. 1:15). But in the advice to Christian slaves, the calling
was to be exercised at the work place, in the midst of the
drudgery and even the misery of slavery.

At times in our history this truth has been rediscovered.
There have been times when we spoke of the professions as a
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“calling,” a term derived from the Christian faith. The profes-
sions were a calling because they provided a place for service
to others. The term suggested that those who were involved in
secular professions could be involved in a religious calling as
surely as any who were employed in the ministry.

The implication of 1 Peter is not only that a few select
professions can be described as a Christian calling, but that
every worthwhile task—even that of the household slave—
could be seen as a calling. In acts of service to others, in
demonstrating that the story of Christ has made an impact on
our lives, we are involved in our Christian cailing. If slaves
could find their calling in unfavorable conditions, Christian
teachers, mechanics, attorneys, and salesmen can see in the
words of 1 Peter a challenge: “For unto this you were called.”
We discover the grace of God as we pour out our energies for
doing what is right.

Like the slaves of 1 Peter, we come into contact with the
non-Christian world in our own professions. Those of us who
are involved in full-time work with the church are often
deprived of the opportunity to demonstrate our Christian faith
as effectively as do those who interact with the world daily.
The Christian who takes his calling seriously has an extraordi-
nary opportunity to live out the exile existence at the office or
in the classroom. Some who are never exposed to Christian
values can be introduced to them only at the job because they
come into contact with Christians who have maintained their
identity and demonstrated a different kind of lifestyle.

On Having a Story

How is this Christian identity maintained when we live in
this culture and are bombarded daily with its messages? We
watch the same television and we read the same books that
others read, and we are likely to be absorbing the same mes-
sages. We are bombarded with the message daily that we
should “look out for number one,” develop our own potential,
and assert our rights. The models that are offered in this
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society climb to the top through single-minded devotion to
their own advancement. Maintaining our identity is not an
easy matter when we listen to the same messages that our
culture hears constantly.

Although ancient Christians did not have the forms of
communication which we have today, they had their own
version of our problem, As a minority group, they too were
bombarded with the values of their own culture. Christian
slaves and Christian wives were surrounded by those who did
not share their values. From childhood they had heard the
tales of heroes who were models of violence and promiscuity.
They could not retreat from this world.

When the advice was offered to slaves that they should
serve in unfavorable circumstances, the slaves were also of-
fered a strategy for maintaining their identity. “Unto this you
were called,” they are told. Then in the next line the slaves are
reminded of their story. “Because Christ also suffered for you,
leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps.”
Their neighbors lived by their own stories, but Christians had
a model all their own. The words of 2:21-25 summarize the
story of Jesus. The passage is similar to 3:17-22, where the
instruction to the readers is followed again by the story of the
death and victory of Christ. Both passages have a poetic ring
to them, as if the words of a song are being quoted. We are
told about the one who did not return evil for evil or seek his
own rights, but who placed his trust in God alone.

The inclusion of the story in the middle of instructions to
Christians is a reminder that the Christian lifestyle grows out
of the Christian story. The words are so poetic that they may
in fact be known to the readers. Perhaps they were the words
of a song which they knew from worship. Without doubt these
words were at the center of the Christian proclamation which
had been presented at their baptism. Apparently the words
were repeated often enough at church that Peter could appeal
to Christians by saying, in effect, “Do you not remember our
story?” Their story shaped their character and their values.
That fundamental message was never something to be left
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behind. Rather, it was repeated so much that it became their
point of orientation as they made their moral choices.

An appropriate criticism of much Christian preaching is
that it consists almost exclusively of demands and prohibi-
tions. Indeed, the word “preach” often connotes a moralistic
speech filled with duties to be performed. The moral injunction
of 1 Peter is intimately related to the Christian story. Here
Christian morality is more than unconnected commandments.
Christian morality is founded on the story which illuminates
all of one’s moral choices.

Stories have played a role in all ages in shaping our
identity. Alexander the Great carried with him the stories of
the heroes described in Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey. American
character has often been shaped by the stories of the great
heroes of the past whose deeds are meant to inspire us to
imitate them. Christians also live by a story. Unlike the stories
which Alexander knew, the Christian story concerns the one
who sacrificed himself for others. In Christian worship the
story continues to be repeated in sermon and song,. If it is told
enough, it will tell us what we become when we follow “in his
steps.”

Christians will be tempted to abandon the story, assum-
ing that it has been heard often enough before. We may con-
clude that our audiences need something more interesting or
entertaining. We are reminded in 1 Peter that Christian
character is based on the submissive one. If we forget the story
which provides our orientation, no amount of thundering
commandments can guide us in becoming the people who
know how to make the daily moral decisions which face us.

Questions for Discussion

1. How did slavery in ancient times differ from the
slavery in American history?
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2. Why did early Christian writers not challenge the
institution of slavery?

3. In what way is the advice to slaves the heart of 1 Peter?
How is this advice relevant to Christians in changed social
situations?

4. Discuss the idea of grace in 1 Peter. Under what
circumstances does one experience God’s grace? How does this
view compare with popular American views of the grace of
God?

5. Do Christians commonly view their work as a “call-
ing” which has religious significance? What are the implica-
tions of the advice to slaves for our view of daily work?

6. To what extent do stories shape our values? Discuss
the impact of stories in shaping American values. How can
Christians be shaped by the one story? What is the role of
preaching and music in giving us a story? Does the cross have
a direct impact on our decision-making?



Exiles and
Families

“. .. so that some . .. may be won without a
word by the bebavior of their wives. . . .”
1 Peter 3:1-7

In a university class on marriage and the family, Dr.
Stanley Hauerwas reads a letter to the class describing a family
tragedy. He himself has composed the letter, in which he
describes a parent’s anguish over the son who had disap-
pointed him. At first the son had done very well. He had
excelled as a student and as an athlete. After serving in the
military he had gone to law school, and he had seemed to have
a promising future ahead of him. There was even talk of the
son’s potential for a high political office. However, he had
recently joined a religious sect from the east and he had turned
his back on his former life and family. Now he seemed to want
to have nothing to do with his family. In fact, his only ambi-
tion was to be of service to his religious brothers and sisters.
The family is absolutely heartsick about this, and they do not
know what to do.

Dr. Hauerwas then asks his students who they think
wrote the letter. They usually assume that it is from a family
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whose son has become a Moonie or joined one of the many
Hindu sects. He then points out to them that it could have
easily been written by a fourth-century Roman family over
their son’s conversion to Christianity.!

That letter could also have come out of the first century.
As we read of disciples who followed Jesus’ call to “leave
father and mother, brother and sister,” we easily overlook the
pain and the grief that was experienced by those fathers and
mothers, brothers and sisters, who must have reacted to the
loss of their loved ones with a mixture of shock and horror.
The most intimate disciples around Jesus had left everything to
follow him. Ancient households must have looked on this new
movement in much the same way as we have come to look
upon the new cults which separate impressionable young
people from their families. Many parents must have grieved,
asking what had gone wrong with a Simon or Andrew, Mary
Magdalene or a Joanna. We can only imagine the pain that
was involved with the families left behind. We imagine the
break with parents, grandparents, cousins and friends whose
way of life had been rejected.

As Christianity spread, it continued to divide families.
Although entire families were sometimes converted together
(cf. Acts 11:14; 16:15, 31; 1 Cor. 1:16), others were not. In
some instances masters became Christians without their slaves,
as in the case of Philemon. In other instances, slaves became
Christians without their masters. Husbands were converted
without their wives (1 Cor. 7:12), and wives came to Christ
without their husbands (1 Cor. 7:13).

To some, Christianity must have appeared to be a revolu-
tionary institution, a strange cult which separated families and
planted strange ideas in the minds of slaves and women. What
Tacitus, the Roman historian, said of Jews could also have
been said of Christians. Tacitus said of the Jews that the first
lesson they teach new converts is “to despise the gods, to
disown their country, and to regard their parents, children and
brothers of little account, ™2
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In ancient times it was unthinkable for a wife not to
follow her husband’s religion. Years later Tertullian wrote of
the attitude of pagan husbands toward the religion of their
Christian wives:

If a vigil has to be attended, the husband, the first thing in
the morning, makes her an appointment for the baths; if
it is a fast day, he holds a banquet on that very day. If she
has to go out, household affairs of urgency at once come
in the way.}

The resentment of Christians led to rumors about them.
We notice in 1 Peter that the Christians were the objects of
hostile rumors. They are branded as “evildoers” (2:12; cf.
3:17; 4:15) by their neighbors. Undoubtedly a major source of
the slander was the perception that Christians had left old
relationships behind, even to the point of rejecting their fami-
lies.

For Christians, the sharp line dividing them from their
families was undoubtedly painful. However, they knew that
they found something infinitely more valuable than what they
had left behind, for they knew that they had been liberated. In
1:18, they are reminded that they have been “ransomed from
the foolish ways inherited from your fathers.” Christianity had
indeed separated them from the customs and traditions of their
families, and this separation was nothing less than a “ransom”
or liberation. In place of the old family there was a new
“brotherhood” (2:17), a family of believers.

This new situation presented Christians with a serious
dilemma. If Christians had been “ransomed from the futile
ways inherited from the fathers,” how was a Christian wife to
react toard her non-Christian husband? Her new religion
appeared to be the epitome of insubordination. Should she
assert her independence and reject the values of her society?
How could she respect and submit to a husband who was still
captive in the “futile ways inherited from the fathers”? What
impact would Christianity now have on the way she conducted
herself as a wife? Wouldn’t it be appropriate for her to leave
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this husband behind until he could share this liberation from
old traditions and customs? In this situation, Christian spouses
recognized that family life would never be the same for them.

If family life was changed greatly in those mixed mar-
riages, what was the impact of the Christian faith when the
entire family was Christian? Apparently some of the Christians
of 1 Peter lived with non-Christian spouses, while other
families were united in their Christian faith. On the surface,
these Christian families must have looked no different from
anyone else. Probably all of them asked what this new direc-
tion in their lives meant for family life. Perhaps they wondered
what it meant not to be a holy, exile people in matters of
family life.

Christianity and Family Life

What impact does the Christian faith have on our own
families? We would like to claim that Christian families are
immune from the disease that afflicts family life in contempo-
rary western culture, but we are deeply concerned that Chris-
tian families are struggling from the same instability which
threatens families everywhere. The emphasis on marriage
enrichment seminars, the popularity of film series on the
family, and the immense number of books on Christianity and
family life indicate that we ask some of the same questions that
are raised in 1 Peter. We have models everywhere in our
culture for what it means to be a husband or wife, but we
want to know what it means to be a husband or wife in Christ.
How can Christ have an impact on family life?

The answer in 1 Peter is amazingly brief. It offers little in
the way of detail, but it provides important insights for Chris-
tian family members today. “Wives, be submissive to your
husbands,” Christian women are told (3:1). Most of the advice
is to wives because apparently wives were more numerous than
husbands in this church. The advice that is given is familiar to
anyone who has read the epistles of Paul, for there also the
word to wives is reduced to the simple instruction, “Be submis-
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sive to your husbands” (Eph. 5:22; Col. 3:18). As a matter of
fact, the instruction to “be submissive” is deeply rooted
throughout the New Testament. Christian family members are
to “be submissive” to each other (Eph. 5:21), and Christians
are to “be submissive” to every fellow worker (1 Cor. 16:22).
In Paul’s writings and in 1 Peter, Christians are to “be submis-
sive” to the governing authorities (Rom. 13:1; 1 Pet. 2:13). In
1 Peter, the same verb is used for the Christian’s response to
governing authorities (2:13), for the Christian slave’s attitude
toward his master (2:18), and for the Christian wife’s response
to her pagan husband.

The advice to submit is particularly remarkable in a book
which challenges Christians to live as aliens and exiles in a
hostile environment, for it seems that Christians are being
instructed to adapt to the standards of an environment where
submission was always the standard for those who were in an
inferior position. Those who were ruled were always expected
to be submissive to their rulers. Slaves were always expected to
submit to their rulers, and it was always the norm for wives to
be submissive to their husbands. Thus Christian wives were
expected to respond in the same way that all wives responded
to their husbands: to be submissive and to recognize their
authority. Indeed, Sarah in her response to Abraham is the
model for the Christian wife in her response to her non-
Christian husband (1 Pet. 3:6; cf. Gen. 18:12). Thus while the
Christian wife has left behind the old traditions of the past
(1:18), old relationships continue. Even aliens and exiles find
themselves living under the same roof as those who have not
left old traditions behind. Here Christian wives live by the
standards that are acceptable to their husbands.

The advice about the woman’s dress likewise reflects the
higher standards of ancient times. Ancient moralists warned
against excessive or luxurious dress, for this ostentation was
scarcely a sign of the woman’s submission. According to 1
Peter, no Christian wife should see her new freedom in Christ
as the opportunity to challenge the standards of her time.
Christians shared with their neighbors a standard of modesty
in dress and demeanor. This advice reminds us that the moral-
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ity of exiles is not always opposed to the society in which it
lives. Institutions, customs, and laws exist which hold society
together. At times Christians conform to the common morality
of the day. In the case of 1 Peter, a Christian morality that was
consistent with the standards of the time was meant to silence
those who suggested that Christianity undermined morality (cf.
2:15).

We may be amazed that a book which tells exile Chris-
tians not to fit in to prevailing moral standards also calls on
them to “fit in” to popular standards. However, the advice
means more than to “fit in,” for the Christian wife did not
simply adopt the popular morality of the day. Her membership
in a religion that was not her husband’s was an act of insubor-
dination, suggesting that her commitment to Christ came first
in her life. Nevertheless, she was submissive to the will of her
husband where it did not conflict with her faith.

Her submissiveness involved more than “fitting in” to
popular standards because submission is an important Chris-
tian word, not only for Christian wives, but for the entire
Christian community as well. In 3:8, all Christians are to
demonstrate “a humble mind.” In 5:6, humility is the distin-
guishing mark of all Christians. Even those who have author-
ity are to renounce the domineering attitude (5:3). Thus
Christian wives are challenged to be models of the quality that
characterizes all Christians. Her submissiveness is not a matter
of “fitting in” to popular standards, but of adopting the new
standard of humility that was intended for all Christians.

Behind this advice is the story of the cross. We cannot
forget that the advice to Christian slaves was supported by a
story of the Submissive One who went to the cross (2:21).
According to 1 Peter 2:21, following in the footsteps of Jesus
does not only involve a heroic act of martyrdom. One follows
in his footsteps within the daily routine of home life. The cross
provides a new consciousness where we do not look out only
for our own interests, but for the interests of another. The
Christian wife’s new life in Christ did not prevent her from
placing the concerns of her husband above her own. Indeed,
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the story of the cross provided a new understanding of free-
dom (cf. 2:16), for now she discovered her freedom within the
context of a life of submission.

If pagan neighbors were sometimes won over when they
saw the good works of Christians (cf. 2:12), no one had a
greater opportunity to see the impact of Christianity on human
lives than the spouses of Christians. Thus non-Christian
husbands could be won over when they saw the conduct of
their wives. The Christian exiles were constantly observed by
their neighbors. Peter’s word for “see” in 2:12; 3:1 was the
word for close observation, study, and examination. The
change in Christian behavior was a matter for close examina-
tion. And thus husbands were won over “without a word”
because of the impact of Christianity on the conduct of their
wives. Christianity had made a difference in families! On the
surface, Christian wives might not have looked different from
their pagan neighbors, but close scrutiny saw the change in
their lives. They had become more caring and selfless in their
attitude toward their husbands. The Christian story had taught
them the value of humility, and Christian wives were willing to
follow in the footsteps of the one who willingly laid down his
life for others. She did not place her own needs at the center of
the relationship. Pagan husbands could not have failed to
notice that their Christian wives even responded to their
domineering, even abusive, behavior with acts of kindness.
Those who could not have been won over with persuasive
words were won over by selfless lives. Family life was changed
by the Christian faith.

Christian Husbands

The advice to husbands in 3:7 reflects the profound
difference which Christianity had on husbands. Pagan hus-
bands assumed their absolute dominance in the household.
The subordination of the wife was taken for granted, but with
little thought of the reciprocal duties of the husband. In 1
Peter, the duties are reciprocal. Husbands are instructed to
“live considerately” with their wives, “bestowing honor on the
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woman as the weaker sex.” This passage reminds us that the
household passages in the New Testament always give recipro-
cal obligations for husbands and wives (cf. Eph. 5:21-31; Col,
3:18-41). Whereas husbands in Ephesians and Colossians are
told to love their wives, here they are told to “live consider-
ately” with them. The word rendered “live” (synoikountes)
means literally to “live together” or “co-habit,” and it empha-
sizes the unity of married life. To live”considerately” (literally
“according to knowledge”) is to treat one’s wife with respect
and insight that grows out of love. There is an insight that
grows out of love, as Paul says in Philippians 1:9 (”that your
love be rich in knowledge”). Indeed the entire Christian com-
munity is distinguished by the consideration that grows out of
love. This distinguishing mark of Christian community has a
special meaning in the marriage of Christians, for here hus-
band and wife are also brother and sister in Christ. The con-
sideration that Christian believers have for each other thus
continues within the Christian family. Indeed, Christian
husbands “bestow honor” on their wives (3:7) in the same
way that all Christians honor each other (cf. 2:17). Christian
husbands, unlike their pagan neighbors, treat their wives with
consideration. Like their Christian wives, they do not insist on
their own rights and place their spouses at their disposal.
Together, both husbands and wives demonstrate selfless care
toward each other.

The new insight which must have given Christian hus-
bands a totally new mindset was the fact that husbands and
wives are “joint heirs of the grace of life.” In Christ all—men
and women— are the “spiritual stones” of God’s house (cf.
2:4). All Christians together are recipients of the grace of God
(cf. 1:10; 4:10; 5:12), and all are “joint heirs” (cf. Rom. 8:17;
Eph. 3:6) of God’s promises. When Christian husbands recog-
nized that their wives were “joint heirs” of God’s promises
and that they prayed together (3:7), undoubtedly they recog-
nized that it would be unthinkable to regard their wives as
anything less than their equals. Because they were of equal
value as “spiritual stones” in God’s house, they were of equal
value in the home. This knowledge gave them the new insight
which transformed them from their earlier view of a family life
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pased on their dominance to a new vision based on the loving
consideration of the needs of the other.

Christian Families Today

What is the answer to the gigantic problems facing family
life in our own time? Churches throughout the country are
showing their deep concern about building Christian families
within the church. I am amazed at the quantity of literature on
the subject of family. However, I am convinced that we seldom
discover the real answer to family life. We borrow the solu-
tions that are offered in our society. It is common for Christian
publishers to offer answers to the problems of family life
which emphasize communication, sexual technique, conflict
management, and many other features that improve relation-
ships. While these topics may be useful, there is a deeper
answer that is offered in 1 Peter. Unless Christian husbands
and wives learn the significance of submitting their wills to the
will of another, no amount of technique or communication
will build a relationship.

What Peter calls for is a special dimension that distin-
guishes the Christian family from all others. Although non-
Christians may often have stable relationships, the Christian
faith provides a unique dimension to marriage and family that
grows out of the story of the one who gave himself for others.
Within this kind of family, personal ambitions and pleasures
are sacrificed for the benefit of the relationship. Acts of kind-
ness become habitual for those who have learned to think first
of others.

A marriage based on mutual submission is not likely to be
popular in a culture which emphasizes personal growth at all
costs. Through the media we constantly hear the stories which
shape modern consciousness. In the movie, Kramer vs.

Kramer, a young woman’s quest for self-fulfillment leads her
to abandon her family. In many of the models offered by the
media the individual who leaves behind old relationships

which inhibit his (or her) growth is the model to be followed.
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It is no accident that a culture which finds submission
repugnant also does not have the capacity to hold families
together. Christian families are uniquely built on the knowl-
edge that we share a life with others who have been loved by
Christ. The selfless love which we learned at the cross is shared
where we look to the interests of others in the Christian
family. In our culture, Christians who practice this kind of
family life will be “aliens and exiles.”

Endnotes

'Stanley Hauerwas, “The Family as a School for Character,” Religious
Education 80, p. 278.

Tacitus, Hist. V. §.

3Tertullian, Ad Uxor II.

Questions for Discussion

1. Describe how families in ancient times would have
reacted to the conversion of their members, comparing their
reaction with that of families today whose children become
converted to a religion not shared by the family.

2. What impact does Christianity have on families today?
To what extent are the solutions we have for the crisis in
family life secular rather than biblical?

3. Discuss the Christian view of “equality” in the home.
To what extent is equality an ideal? To what extent should
important decisions in the home be determined jointly? Give
some examples of instances where submissiveness plays a role
in the modern family. In what circumstances is submissiveness
carried to an extreme?
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4. Discuss the ways in which the advice in 1 Peter can be
helpful for Christian families today. Discuss the comment that
modern society, with its disdain for submissiveness, lacks the
capacity to hold families together.
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To Give an
Answer

“Now who is to harm you if you are zealous
for what is right?”
1 Peter 3:13-22

In William Styron’s Sophie’s Choice, Sophie is a Polish
refugee living in Brooklyn, having survived the horrors of the
Auschwitz death camp. Of the many memories from the Nazi
camp which continue to haunt her, one was the occasion when
she, with her blond hair and her command of the German
language, had tried to make her life easier by attempting to
convince the Nazi commander that she shared his hatred of the
Jews and his view of the world. She was willing to say what he
wanted to hear because of the fear over her fate and the fate of
her children. She was willing to repeat all of the Nazi slogans
if it could save her children and herself.

Minority groups who live in the midst of a hostile major-
ity commonly feel the pressure to conform to the majority
point of view. Under extreme duress, captives begin to express
the same sentiments as their captors in time of war. Even
victims of kidnapping are known to echo the views of their
captors. Immigrants to the United States have tried to blend in
to American society as quickly as possible, for we have not
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always looked kindly on those who persisted in their own
ways, particularly when they rejected our way of life.

Flannery O’Connor’s short story, “The Displaced Per-
son,” is a reminder of the vulnerability of the stranger in our
own land. In her story, immigrants from eastern Europe have
come to a little southern town. Mrs. Shortley’s suspicions
grow like a black thunder cloud when she watches this family
of displaced persons.

With foreigners on the place, with people who were all
eyes and had no understanding, who had come from a
place continually fighting, where the religion had not yet
been reformed—with this kind of people, you had to be
on the lookout every minute. She thought there ought to
be a law against them. What were they doing over here
anyway? ...And worst of all, they learned the English
language. It get to be where you can’t tell the difference
between us and them.!

At the end of the story, the displaced persons have to go,
for they are perceived as a threat to the way things were. In
order to survive, they need to blend into the larger society.

The early Christians had many reasons for wanting to
blend into their surroundings at the time when 1 Peter was
written, for they had rejected old traditions (1:18; 4:4) and
adopted new ones. Their strange ways had led to rumors
(2:12}), and rumors had led to outbreaks of open hostility.
Their neighbors noticed how they remained aloof from the
larger populace, and how they had their own “secret meet-
ings.” “What are the Christians up to?” was undoubtedly a
familiar question. While no organized persecution is evident in
1 Peter, the open hostility is so apparent that violence could
erupt at any time. The prospect of “suffering as a Christian”
(4:16) or “suffering for righteousness sake” (3:14) was a
reality each day.

Even if the Christians did not suffer from mob violence,
their neighbors would make their lives difficult through dis-
crimination at work, disregard for their rights, and the general
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disdain for them. The price of leaving behind the traditions of
the past was high. It was the price of the alien existence.

Alien communities face a dilemma which may lead them
in one of two ways. One alternative has been to conform to
the majority point of view, to blend in with the prevailing
ideas. The other alternative has been to withdraw and preserve
their identity at all costs. Some alien communities have been so
intent on preserving their identity that they have isolated
themselves totally from the larger population. Throughout the
history of Christianity, groups have chosen to isolate them-
selves from the corruptions of society by forming communities
of their own where their contact with the outside world would
be minimal.

How does the church today preserve its own identity in a
non-Christian culture? Minority groups can easily be intimi-
dated and fearful because of their point of view. This concern
over the impact of intimidation is addressed in the section of 1
Peter which begins with the question, “Now who is to do you
harm if you are zealous for what is right?” (3:13). Throughout
the preceding section, Christians have been told to counter
their hostile neighbors by “doing right” (2:15, 20; 3:6, 11).
According to 3:6, Christian wives are told to “do right” and
not be afraid. The Christians neither greet hostility with
hostility nor retreat to a safe zone where they do not have to
encounter hostile neighbors.

This advice leaves the Christians vulnerable and exposed
to danger. Thus they are asked, “Who is to do you harm if you
are zealous for the good?” The answer seemed simple enough.
Magistrates in city government have the power of life and
death. Pagan husbands have the right to do harm to their
Christian wives. Non-Christian masters could give incredible
punishment to slaves whose Christian commitment appeared
to them as insubordination. Qutraged family members could
do harm to those relatives who had rejected them. From one
perspective, there were many who could do harm.

In 1 Peter 3:13, the question is only rhetorical, as the
context shows. The implied answer is, “No one can do you
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harm.” Peter has in mind a triumphant answer. The question
reminds us of Paul’s words in Romans 8:34, “If God is for us,
who can be against us?” Isaiah 50:9 has a similar rhetorical
question: “Behold, the Lord God helps me, who will declare
me guilty?” The answer, as in 1 Peter 3:13, is “no one.” That
is, because God is present no one has to live in fear. Only a
conviction of the power of God prevents the exile community
from giving in to its fears.

The fact that “no one can do us harm” does not exclude
Christians from the reality of suffering. Slaves suffer unjustly
(2:19-20). Christians are reproached for the name (4:16).
According to 3:14, even the suffering and discrimination are
not a basis for fear, for “if you suffer for righteousness’ sake,
you will be blessed.” The words remind us of the Sermon on
the Mount, where Jesus says, “Blessed are those who are
persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of
heaven” (Matt. 5:10). Throughout 1 Peter, it is assumed that
Christians will be tested (1:6-7) by the circumstances in which
they live. However, the mood which penetrates the book is
not one of foreboding, but of the deep joy that Christians find,
even in the midst of suffering (cf. 1:18; 4:13) for their faith.
Those who have the eyes to see know the answer to the ques-
tion, “Who can do you harm?”

The people of God have always been vulnerable to forces
beyond their control. Indeed, faith is the response of those
who recognize that there are forces beyond our control. In
3:14-15 the people are challenged: “Having no fear of them,
do not be troubled, but in your hearts reverence Christ as
Lord.” We have an alternative to fear; it is to “reverence
Christ as Lord.” The words, derived from Isaiah 8:12-16, were
once addressed to the people of Israel when the Assyrian
armies threatened to destroy their nation, and terror was
spreading among the Israeclites. Isaiah had said to them, “Do
not call conspiracy what they call conspiracy, and do not fear
what they fear, nor be in dread. But the Lord of hosts, him you
should regard as holy; let him be your fear, and let him be
your dread.” Because we reverence God as the Lord of history,
we see beyond the fear and intimidation of the moment.
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To Give an Answer

The remarkable challenge to be “always prepared to
make a defense” (3:15) could only be possible within a com-
munity which had discovered that God is the Lord of history.
Only a community which could “reverence Christ as Lord”
rather than fear its hostile neighbors could take on the chal-
lenge of giving a defense of its views, for such a defense in-
volved risks. In order to be able to give an answer, the alien
community would interact daily with its hostile neighbors
rather than retreat into an enclave of its own. Those who
would ask about the reason for their hope would undoubtedly
ask in a mocking or condescending way (cf. 3:16). The Chris-
tian might even pay a price for his answer, as it might result in
ridicule or punishment (3:17). Nevertheless, Christians are
neither to tell their hostile neighbors what they want to hear
nor to retreat behind walls where they would never have to
defend their faith. Such a courageous response was possible
only for those who had learned to fear God rather than their
hostile neighbors.

Perhaps evangelism resulted when courageous Christians
made their defense at the work place, in the market place, or in
the neighborhood. Hostile questioners could have heard more
than rumors. We may assume that Christians were regularly
asked to explain their behavior. Peter challenges the Christians
to set the record straight, to correct misconceptions of their
morality, clarify their motives, and describe their hope.

The challenge to “give an answer” was given to the whole
community, and not only to its leaders. Every Christian was
expected to put into words his religious beliefs and to be able
to articulate the convictions which provided the foundation for
his existence.

The word for “defense” (KJV: “reason”) was the term
commonly used for a defense speech in court. It is the term
used by Paul in his defense speeches in Acts (22:1; 25:16). Paul
uses the word in 1 Corinthians 9:3, when he says, “This is my
defense to those who would examine me.” In 2 Timothy 4:7
(cf. Phil. 1:7, 16) it is used for Paul’s defense in court. The
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term suggests a reasoned statement, an ability to put one’s
convictions into words.

The challenge to the exile community was to speak
courageously and thoughtfully about its faith. Without the
strong convictions which could be put into words, it would be
in danger of assimilating once more into its environment.

Donald Baillie once preached a sermon on 1 Peter 3:15
entitled, “Intelligent Christianity,” where he made a plea for a
Christianity that has “to some extent thought itself out, and
knows what it means and believes, and can give answers to the
world’s pathetic questions.”! He suggests that one major
source of the power of early Christianity was that Christians
knew where they stood and were able to articulate their faith.
In the sermon he quotes the words of the great classical
scholar, T.R. Glover, who argued that Christianity was trium-
phant because Christians “read about Jesus, and they knew
him, and they knew where they stood. . . . Who did the think-
ing in that ancient world? Again and again it was the Chris-
tian. He out-thought the world.”?

From the defense given by every Christian there devel-
oped the task of the “apologists” of the second century. Their
task was to make a reasoned statement of their faith before
their detractors. The great apologists of the second century
wrote intellectual defenses of the Christian faith to Roman
rulers in an attempt to meet pagan culture’s criticism that
Christianity was a new superstition. Christianity never hid in a
corner, and the Christians were not afraid to articulate their

faith.

This defense is to be done with “meekness and fear”
(3:16- 17). The Christian is not motivated by fear of the
sneering questioner (cf. 3:14), but by the fear of the God who
is the Lord of history. Christians are not called upon to answer
with ridicule or to invite hostility with their answers, nor to
answer sneering questioners with sneering answers. Indeed,
Christians are known both for their thoughtful answers and
their demeanor in answering. Just as a Christian wife may win
over her pagan husband “without a word,” the Christian at
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the work place or in the neighborhood may silence his critics
by courageous answers which respond to hostility with grace
and meekness. It was not enough to give an intelligent answer
in an arrogant demeanor. Christians were expected to be
known for both their reasoned answers and the humble de-
meanor (cf. 3:8-12).

One may wonder if some sneering questioners soon
became Christians when their questions were met with rea-
soned answers that were given with such extraordinary self-
control. Our records from the second century indicate that the
power of Christianity was often seen in the way Christians
faced the hostility. Paul was only the first of many persecutors
who were won to Christ. Pagan neighbors were deeply im-
pressed at the Christians’ response to persecution. At times
even Roman soldiers were won over by the very Christians
who faced hostility with courage. When we consider that
Christianity grew in the presence of hostility, we must imagine
that many jeering questioners became Christians when they
heard serious answers to their questions.

Strategies for Today

The temptation for Christianity in the twentieth century,
as in the first and second centuries, is to tell our culture what it
wants to hear. I was told recently of a church which took
neighborhood surveys to find out what people want in a
church. The answers were meant to shape the church’s mis-
sion. We have seen churches whose agenda is shaped by left
wing political causes, and by right wing political causes.
During a recent election, an editorial in a church bulletin
indicated that the message of that church “just happened” to
coincide with the agenda of one of the major political parties!
Churches often “just happen” to proclaim our culture’s an-
swers to some of the deepest problems which face us, provid-
ing only a weak echo of what others are saying.

The search for relevance may motivate us to be listening
to our culture’s questions and to be framing our answers in a
way that they will be acceptable to our listeners. However, /
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such attempts to be relevant often invite only the scorn of the
secular world. Those who find this Christianity acceptable to
their own world view must ask why they should bother to
consider being a Christian when Christianity provides only a
poor echo of popular values.

In 1971, Peter Berger wrote a prophetic article in the
Christian Century, in which he tried to answer what might lie
ahead for American Christianity. He noted a loss of self-
confidence in Protestantism, and an anxiety about the future.
“Does Christianity have a future?” he asked. He answered that
the Christianity which is always listening to the modern
world’s answers will have no future at all. He says that “for
some 20 years now we have been fascinated by the question,
‘What does the modern man have to say to the church?’” Then
he concluded that it is time to ask, “What does the church
have to say to modern man?”* He added that ages of faith are
marked by the proclamation of those who firmly believe that
“they have grasped some important truths about the human
condition.”* His challenge is a reminder that the strength of
Christianity comes from its confidence in the power of its
message.

One can imagine the courage of Christians in the first
century to “give a reason for the hope” that was in them and
the impression that was made on their neighbors when ordi-
nary people could articulate the principles of their faith. If our
own age is similar in many respects to the world of 1 Peter, a
similar response from Christians would have its own impact
on our society. This kind of response presupposes that whole
communities know their story. The story has been told and
repeated enough times that every person can tell it. If contem-
porary churches are serious about “giving an answer,” the task
of preaching and teaching will be taken seriously. The goal of
the Sunday School program will be to ensure that the story has
been absorbed by the entire church, and the youth program
will be directed toward equipping adolescents for a secular
world where they can understand their own faith.

When Christianity triumphed in the ancient world, it
could only meet adversity because of its confidence in its
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message and its awe before the God who had called them. In
the modern world, churches often respond to the situation in
such a way as to indicate that the Christian message is a
barrier that is an embarrassment to be hidden away while we
reach people with words that they want to hear. First Peter
reminds Christians of the power which is involved when
Christians can articulate what they believe.

Because of Christ

We answer in such a way, unafraid of the consequences,
because our story still has power over our lives. Before we
faced a hostile culture, Christ was the suffering one. In the
middle of Peter’s advice on behavior (3:13-17), he returns to
the story of the suffering Christ in order to remind Christians
who they are. Before they suffered, Christ suffered. But the
suffering of Christ did not end with defeat, but with his new
status at the right hand of God (3:22). It is not accidental that
the story in 3:18-22 begins with “for.” The little word con-
nects the fate of Christians with the fate of Christ, and it
reminds them that the path to suffering ultimately ends in
triumph. It is no wonder, then, that the readers are asked
earlier (3:13), “Who can do you harm?” The answer is “no
one,” because the future has been guaranteed. As one scholar
has said, “The way of suffering for the sake of Christ has
become a victory processional and a way of blessing.”*

For centuries Christians have debated the meaning of the
puzzling words of 3:19, and the debate is likely to continue
into the future. But we should not lose sight of the total impact
of 1 Peter 3:18-22, The passage is poetic, and it tells the entire
story of Christ. Its major point is that Christ has won the
victory. In so doing, no one was omitted from the triumphant
message: even the spirits in prison heard it. Christ is victorious.
And now Christians, through baptism, share in the security of
belonging to Christ, whose suffering ended in glory. When
Christians are equipped with this song, they will have the
courage to offer a “reason for their hope” to everyone who
asks.
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The path of assimilation is for those who have lost
confidence that the Christian story retains its power. The
Christianity which survives in a non-Christian land will be
deeply rooted in its story.
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Questions for Discussion

1. Sociologists have shown that much of what we
“know” has been socially determined; i.e., we know things
because no one disputes them, absorbing from our environ-
ment the common assumptions. In what way are our Christian
convictions socially determined? What can we expect to
happen in a non-Christian society?

2. What options are commonly considered by those who
hold the minority point of view? What is the advice in 1 Peter
to those who might be intimidated in holding views which did
not fit in with the views of others?
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3. How can the church prepare its people to “make a
defense” of their faith? Is this task best done with the Sunday
School and preaching?

4. Discuss the comment that Christianity “out-thought”
the rest of the world, and that it was victorious because it
provided intelligent answers. To what extent is educating the
membership a major mission of the church?

5. People often debate whether church growth is en-
hanced most when it offers a message which society wants to
hear or when it offers a distinctly Christian message. What
have our experiences indicated?
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“As each has received a gift, employ it for
one another”
1 Peter 4:1-11

Returning missionaries and visitors from other countries
frequently indicate their amazement at the extraordinary
resources that are available to modern American churches.
Those who dream of having a building of their own and a
measure of financial independence are amazed to see urban
churches which have the resources to build impressive build-
ings complete not only with a spacious sanctuary, but also
with facilities which are equipped to serve practically every
need and every constituency. A multimillion dollar structure
may have an education wing with the latest in audio-visual
equipment; a gymnasium for the many activities of the church
community; and a kitchen and banquet area capable of
providing for a large church. Its resources are also to be seen
in the professional staff which oversees the various ministries
of the church. A church of two hundred may have two
salaried staff members. A church of five hundred will prob-
ably have more.
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These developments are very new in modern church life.
The increase in the size of the church staff and in the size of
the church building reflects the increasing affluence of our
entire society and the rise in our expectations. Today we are
not satisfied with educational programs which show a lack of
professionalism, and we expect facilities that correspond to
what we see at home or at work. Our increasing affluence has
provided us with the resources to alter much of the fabric of
church life.

Anyone who has seen the changes in the last generation
will notice how vastly church life has changed as a result of
our increased expectations. We can hope that our increased
resources and our rising expectations have provided us the
opportunity to reach out in ways that were impossible in the
past.

A church with a strong sense of mission may be able to
use these resources in areas of service that would have been
impossible without this potential. The expenditure of vast
sums of money may reflect the health, vitality, and commit-
ment of the churches. However, it also raises important
questions about our church life. Christians easily become
consumers of the services which churches offer, and churches
then become involved in a competition for the members.
Under these circumstances churches begin to plan their pro-
grams with an eye to beating the competition. In some cases,
churches have incurred massive indebtedness in order to
provide the services which will attract the mass of consumers,
knowing that church members migrate from place to place in
search of the congregation which offers the most services.
The competition may also send the church in search of a
stellar cast of professional staff members, for the best pulpit
personality, the best youth minister, and the best education
program may be necessary to attract the people who will pay
off the massive indebtedness. Market forces continue to be at
work under these circumstances. Salaries escalate, for
churches enter into competition with each other in the search
for talent. If the consumers are not kept satisfied, they can
always find another community which offers more. If the
stellar cast does not produce the desired results, the same
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market forces which escalated the salaries can be at work to
terminate those who do not produce.

Vernard Eller, in his book, Outward Bound, has con-
trasted two models which churches employ in determining
their future. One is the “caravan,” and the other is the
“commissary.” In a caravan, a group of people make com-
mon cause in reaching their destination. A commissary “is an
institution which has been commissioned to dispense particu-
lar goods, services, or benefits to a select constituency.”!
People come to the commissary to receive the benefits which it
provides. Where the church is a commissary, it dispenses
everything but demands nothing in return. Its members look
to it for grace, salvation, and fellowship. Membership has its
privileges.

If the church is a commissary which exists to meet the
requirements of the consumers, is it different from other
communities only to the extent that it dispenses grace and
salvation? In what sense is the church a new kind of commu-
nity where God’s world has broken through our human way
of thinking, and in what sense is the church different from
other communities which exist to increase their power and
influence?

Before and After

The exile community of 1 Peter was encouraged to recog-
nize that it was a new kind of community. In 1 Peter 4:1-6,
Peter reiterates what the experience of conversion meant in
the isolated communities of Asia Minor. Conversion involved
anew “mindset” (4:1), which was shared by the rest of the
community. Indeed, their lives were divided between “the
time that is past” (4:3) and the way they live “now” (4:4).
The new existence is characterized by a lifestyle that makes
them strangers in their own land. One can translate 4:4,
“They think it strange that you do not now join them in the
same wild profligacy, and they will abuse you.” One can
imagine the hostility of the local citizens who noticed that
their neighbors no longer attended the festivals and the
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celebrations in which idolatry and sexual indulgence were
common. It was as if the Christians were unpatriotic! The
suffering of the Christians, which is referred to in 4:1, was the
discrimination and the hostility of their neighbors who noticed
that the Christians had given up their “licentiousness, pas-
sions, drunkenness, revels, carousing, and lawless idolatry.”
One can imagine the disturbances that were created by the
new moral commitments. Christian wives would not want to
attend with their non-Christian husbands. Neighbors and
colleagues would no longer attend together. Old friendships
would be strained and then die as the Christians maintained
their distance from the old way of life. The Christian commu-
nity was different from the other communities, for their
conversion brought with it a new lifestyle.

Because Christians did not attend the civic festivals, they
were soon labeled as “the enemy of mankind.”? One writer in
the third century complained, “You do not go to our shows,
you have no part in our processions, you are not present at
our public banquets, you shrink in horror from our sacred
games.”® What pagans disliked was that Christians practiced
a “new morality,” a morality known for its rejection of pagan
vices. All other communities joined, but the Christians were
different. They were a moral community.

Ancient society’s resentment of this moral community is
suggested in 4:12-19, a passage which resumes the epistle’s
theme of the suffering of God’s people (cf. 1:6-7; 3:13-14;
5:9). In a pagan culture, suffering will be no stranger to the
Christian community (4:12). The suffering may come in the
form of insults (4:13), as their neighbors give them the name
“Christ-lackeys” (“Christians,” 4:16)*, as if they were a
dangerous cult. Apparently their neighbors even question their
morality with scurrilous charges, as 4:15 suggests.® Christians
respond in the knowledge that they share in the sufferings of
Christ (4:13) and in the firm hope that in the judgment which
they are already experiencing, their joy will be complete (4:13)
and their tormenters will meet their end. This hope motivates
the Christian community to maintain its way of “doing what
is right” (4:19), even when these moral commitments are
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ridiculed by their society. The exile community was no
commissary for those who wanted grace without cost.

A New Community: 4:7-11

The new life of Christians involved far more than the
renunciation of old traditions and old vices from former times.
The new existence involved a community life where individuals
from diverse ethnic and socio-economic backgrounds came
together, knowing that they were the “living stones™ which
comprised the house of God (2:4-5). They had nothing in
common except their commitment to the one who had died on
across. And thus as exiles they came together for mutual
support. Ancient observers must have been amazed to see a
community formed neither by kinship nor by common eco-
NOMiIcC pursuits.

The most astounding fact about this new community was
the quality of its life together, for conversion introduced the
Christians to a new kind of community, as 1 Peter 4:7-11
indicates. The urgency of maintaining their community is
suggested in the instruction to “keep sane and sober for your
prayers” (4:7). In corporate prayer the members not only
maintain their relationship to God, but with each other as
well, just as husbands and wives are brought closer together
in their joint prayers (3:7). The new quality of community life
is especially indicated by the threefold repetition in this
paragraph of the single expression “one another” (4:8, 9, 10).
The distinctive feature of the Christian lifestyle is seen not
only in what they have renounced, but also in the way their
lives are turned toward one another. The church is not the
commissary which dispenses grace, but a community that is
distinguished by the reciprocal sharing of gifts.

The most important feature of their community life
(“above all,” 4:8) is the love (agape) which binds the commu-
nity together (cf. “brotherly love” [philadelphia] in 1:22; 3:8).
The Christians are drawn together as a family, as thus they
are to “love the brotherhood” (2:17). This challenge to love
members of the community is undoubtedly the most pervasive
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instruction in the New Testament. It is found not only in 1
Peter, but throughout the letters of Paul and other writers as
well.¢ The modern reader may be surprised to note that the
exhortations to love in the New Testament are always di-
rected to members of the community, and not to outsiders.”
This fact is indicated in 1 Peter 2:17, where the readers are
told, “Honor all men. Love the brotherhood. Fear God.
Honor the emperor.” Christians “do good to all men” (Gal.
6:10), but they love one another. As the frequent use of the
word “beloved” indicates, love was the term that was reserved
for a unique relationship within the family. The modern
reader is likely to be amazed to see the tone of intimacy which
distinguishes the letters of the New Testament. Paul writes to
the Philippians, “For God is my witness, how I yearn for you
all with the affection of Christ Jesus” (1:8). He says that the
Thessalonians “love all the brethren throughout Macedonia”
(3:10). Conversion involved the new reality of agape within
the community. “The early church’s most beautiful word for
the new reality which spread in the community given by God is
agape” (love).! It communicated the special care which family
members showed to each other. The exile community, who
now were “homeless” (paroikos) because of the gospel, had
found a new home (oikos) in the community.” Ancient people
were amazed by the quality of community life among Chris-
tians. More than a century after 1 Peter, Tertullian recalled
that their neighbors were saying of the Christians, “see how
they love one another,”°

Nothing indicates the unique dimension of early Christian
community life more than the injunction which follows:
“Practice hospitality ungrudgingly to one another” (4:9). For
modern readers, this injunction may not seem remarkable, for
we think of hospitality as the natural practice of entertaining
our friends. But the word for hospitality (philoxenia) meant
literally “friendship with strangers.” It was the word that was
used for entertaining strangers in one’s home. We are re-
minded here that the house was the usual meeting place for
Christians, who were dependent on those who would open
their homes to the congregation. Congregational life revolved
around homes where traveling Christians knew that they
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could find a place. Missionaries also knew that in each new
city homes would be open to them. In two different cities we
are told of the church which met in the home of Aquila and
Priscilla (Rom. 16:3-5;1 Cor. 16:19). As they traveled from
city to city on business, they appear to have opened their
home always. When we recall the household setting of early
Christianity, we can understand the intimacy with which
Christians spoke of each other as brothers and sisters. This
household setting is also the background for the greeting in
Romans 16:13, when he says, “Greet Rufus ... and his
mother and mine.” The frequent references to fellow Chris-
tians as “beloved” and the injunction to love the brethren are
especially intelligible in the context of the household. The
regular practice of hospitality allowed the exile community to
take on the intimacy that is found only in the best of families.
The Christian exiles always had a place of refuge when Chris-
tians practiced hospitality. Their pagan neighbors ridiculed
them for their vulnerability to fraud as they saw the Christian
willingness to accept strangers.

This epistle does not stand alone in the high value it
places on hospitality (philoxenia, literally “friendship with
strangers”). Romans 12:13 commends hospitality for all
members. Hebrews 13:2 encourages this practice. One
qualification of a bishop is that he be exemplary in hospitality
(cf. 1 Tim. 3:2). When we recall the frequent occasions in
early Christianity where Christians met in homes and broke
down social barriers at common meals, we recognize the role
that hospitality must have played in the life of the early
church. Some historians argue that the expansion of the early
church would have been impossible without the role which
hospitality played.!!

We occasionally see glimpses of the significance of hospi-
tality in the contemporary church, especially where Christians
live as exiles. In Zagreb, Yugoslavia, a local congregation
has purchased a residence in the center of the city. In this
Marxist land where Christianity is officially discouraged,
Christians know the meaning of the exile existence. This
house is the place of worship on Sunday, and it is also a place
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where Christians gather during the week. Here the Christians
eat together at least once each week. It has the appearance of
an extended family. Individual members come and go and
bring their friends. As many as nineteen keys to the building
are circulating among the members to allow them to come
and go as they please. They enjoy a dimension to community
life which is not likely to be found elsewhere. One can imag-
ine that this modern house church, which exists in a crowded
neighborhood where the sounds of laughter and singing can
be heard by the neighbors, must be very similar to the ancient
church.

The third “one another” passage in Peter’s advice re-
minds us that in these communities every member had a gift,
and that gifts were to be employed “for one another.” The
passage reminds us of Paul’s teaching about the body of
Christ (1 Cor. 12), as it suggests members bring different gifts
for the community. Some have the gift of speaking, and
others have the gift of serving. Probably other gifts were
present, but only two are mentioned here. What is most
important here is not the number of gifts, but the fact that the
entire community brought gifts for the benefit of others. The
work of the church is not left to the professionals who offer
their expertise, but to members who bring to the community
what they can.

Vernard Eller has written that two opposing models of
church life compete with each other today. In one model, he
says, the church is regarded as the Royal Vienna String Quar-
tet. In the other model the church is a barbershop quartet.
The purpose of the Vienna Quartet is to produce music of the
highest possible quality for the enjoyment of the audience.
The goal of this quartet is perfection. On the other hand, the
goal of the barbershop quartet is the enjoyment of singing.1?
In some churches the goal is the professionalism which satis-
fies the audience, while in others the goal is the instruction
and service of those who offer their own gifts.

Eller also says that the very idea of church “membership”
has been distorted, for now “member” means something like
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“card carrier,” someone who has been certified to enjoy the
privileges of the institution.’® Where the New Testament
speaks of membership, however, we are described as members
of the body of Christ who have an indispensable function for
the vitality of the organism. This is the kind of community
that is envisioned in 1 Peter 4:10-11.

The strategy for the exile community was not to offer
ancient people the commissary which dispensed benefits, but a
new kind of community where the members were like family
members who gave what they had to preserve the bond of
affection. Christians were distinguished not only by their
separation from civic life, but by the quality of their commu-
nity life. It was distinguished by the place of “one another” in
the new mindset of the Christians.

Although resources of the church in an affluent society
may be remarkable, the economic resources alone will not
build strong communities. In a post-Christian land, 1 Peter
offers the challenge for congregations to be a new kind of
community distinguished by love, hospitality, and mutual
service.
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Questions for Discussion

1. Has a consumer mentality invaded the church, causing
churches to adapt market strategies to attract members?
What could the local church leadership do to counteract this
consumer mentality?

2. What is the distinction between the church as commis-
sary and as caravan? How would you describe your own
congregation?

3. Describe the community life which is reflected in 1
Peter 4:7-11. In what sense was the church, as an extended
family, to be compared to present communities? Does our
exile existence bring us together into genuine community life?
What factors do our congregations have to overcome in
becoming true communities?
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4, Community life was a powerful attraction to the
rootlessness of ancient societies. In what way could the local
church be an attraction to uprooted and lonely people?

5. Compare the teaching on gifts in 1 Peter with Paul’s
instructions in 1 Corinthians 12. In what way has the concept
of “membership” been distorted in the contemporary church?
What did “membership” mean in 1 Corinthians 12?
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Leaders and
Followers

“Tend the flock of God, which is your charge”
1 Peter 5:1-5

During the Watergate controversy a syndicated columnist
recalled that the interior of the White House had undergone a
major renovation during the 1940s, giving this majestic build-
ing new conveniences and the amenities of a new age. Thus the
White House of the modern era was hardly the White House
of Lincoln, Wilson, and Roosevelt. Would it have mattered,
asked the columnist, if the White House of Nixon were indeed
the same as the White House where Lincoln sat? Would the
modern president have been awed to think that he was sitting
where his heroes had struggled over the fate of the nation? The
columnist wondered if the sights, smells, and atmosphere of
the old White House could possibly have served as a reminder
of the dignity of that office and a deterrent to the abuse of the
highest office in the country.

Perhaps the columnist overestimated both the goodness of
previous leaders and the extent to which present leaders
abused this high office, for power and office have always
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offered their own temptations. Our age is probably not unique
in having leaders who abuse power and the privileges of office.
What may be unique to our age is the information about
leaders at our disposal and the glare of the spotlight which
exposes their deceit or incompetence. This information is often
accompanied by a deep distrust and cynicism in the populace
about leadership and those who hold public office. Public
office, therefore, has lost much of the esteem which it once
held.

This loss of the respect for the office results in a crisis of
leadership that will affect the public in significant ways. For
example, office holders who do not expect to be held to the
highest standards of trustworthiness will find little motivation
to maintain these standards. In addition, when leadership has
no dignity, those who combine the genuine leadership qualities
of ability and trustworthiness will not be inclined to assume
the duties of office.

The church increasingly faces a crisis of leadership. Some
aspects of our own crisis may be related to our culture’s
distrust of office holders and leaders. Other aspects of this
problem may be unique to the church. Nevertheless, the result
is the same. Many good people will not accept the responsibili-
ties of leadership. Church members do not regard the leader-
ship with the esteem and respect that one would expect to give.
The titles “elder,” “deacon,” and “minister” are hardly the
goals toward which many members aspire.

In many instances, churches address the crisis of leader-
ship by turning to the techniques of management offered by
the corporate world. Here they may choose from a wide
variety of management solutions to the problems of leadership.
However, what is lacking in the church is not technique, but a
basic understanding of what makes leadership Christian.

1 Peter and Christian Leadership

When 1 Peter was written to the Christians of Asia Minor
in the late first century, the churches in these cities faced
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imminent peril. The epistle, written to challenge all of the
Christian readers to “stand fast” in a time of testing (5:12),
addresses some of its words to Christian leaders (5:1-4) and
Christian followers (5:5). The “older men” and the “younger
men” of 1 Peter have reciprocal responsibilities toward each
other. There were, within these scattered congregations, those
who were expected to lead in this hour of crisis. There were
others who were expected to recognize and respect the leaders.
In this hour of crisis, the church needed the unique gifts of
those who were prepared to offer guidance. It also needed
those who would accept the guidance which these leaders
provided. The church was not meant to face the future as a
leaderless mob, but as a community which respected the
authority of leadership.

The distinction between the role of the elders and that of
other members did not mean that a hierarchy of importance
was being established in the church, for the entire letter is
addressed to all members who are the “living stones” of God’s
house (2:5). Indeed, according to 1 Peter 4:10, everyone has
received a gift from God. The gift of some is to lead.

The elders who are addressed in 1 Peter are not, as one
might conclude from the contrast to the “younger men” in 5:5,
merely the “older men” of the congregation who are recog-
nized for their longevity in the church. The awesome responsi-
bilities of the elders listed in 5:1-4 indicate that they hold an
office which is apparently reserved for the older men who are
capable of fulfilling the duties that are described. The “elder”
had a distinguished place in Jewish life. The elders comprised
the circle of wise men who governed the affairs of the syna-
gogue and community life. The title was then used as a term
for leaders in the Christian communities (cf. Acts 11:30). The
Book of Acts speaks of the ordination of elders “in every
church” (14:23). The Book of Titus speaks of elders “in every
city” (1:5). The elders of biblical times were the primary
teachers of the church (1 Tim 5:17). Like the Jewish syna-
gogues before them, the early congregations turned to a group
of older men who were able to lead the community. These
were men of wisdom, learning, and experience.
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From its beginning, the church was not a democratic
institution whose future was determined by the will of the
majority. It could face the future securely only when it had
men of wisdom to guide it.

The Cost of Leading

The significance of the elders for the life of the church is
nowhere more graphically demonstrated than in the words
which precede Peter’s instructions to elders. Here, in the only
reference which the writer makes to himself in the body of the
letter (for references to himself in the introduction and conclu-
sion, cf. 1:1; 5:13), he proudly refers to himself as “fellow
elder and witness of the sufferings of Christ” (5:1). While we
do not know whether Peter served as an elder of a local con-
gregation or simply shared the functions of an elder on a wider
scale, we notice that he identified with elders and proudly
accepted the title for himself. He was one of many elders who
shared the task of leading God’s people.

One can only imagine how ancient elders responded upon
seeing the significance that Peter gave their work. Individuals
in society may not regard the work of elder in great esteem,
but the apostle saw their work as part of his own. To be an
elder is to share the work of leading God’s people with the
apostles! If Peter’s self-designation is taken seriously in the
churches, elders in every generation will regard their title with
awe.

If the office has dignity, the status is accompanied by the
price which the elder must pay. It is no accident that Peter’s
self-designation “elder” is accompanied by another word for
himself: “witness of the sufferings of Christ.” To be a “fellow
elder” was also to be a fellow “witness to the sufferings of
Christ,” for all Christian leadership is accompanied by the
price to be paid. Just as the leadership of Christ was unthink-
able without his suffering (cf. 3:18), those who point the way
in following him demonstrate their willingness to share his
sufferings (cf. 4:13).
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When the apostle Paul wanted to demonstrate his creden-
tials as a Christian leader, he reminded the Ephesian elders
that for three years he “did not cease night or day to admonish
everyone with tears” (Acts 20:31). He had given them a living
example of the toil and the pain that is required to lead the
people of God in order that they could continue his example
(cf. Acts 20:32). In another passage, he indicates that what
distinguished his leadership style was not his charisma, but his
“anxiety for the churches” (2 Cor. 11:28).

To be an elder is to share an esteemed title with the great
leaders of the church. One could easily be awed by the list of
those who have accepted the title and the responsibility of the
elder. The distinguishing mark of God’s leaders has been that
they were “witnesses of the sufferings of Christ” who were
willing to pay a price.

The Job Description of an Elder

What is the job description of an elder? The crisis in
leadership is nowhere more apparent than in our uncertainty
about the elder’s essential task. Is the elder a member of a
corporate board whose task is to dispose what others propose?
The instructions in 1 Peter are amazingly simple: “Tend the
flock of God that is your charge” (5:2 RSV). The NIV renders
the instruction, “Be shepherds of God’s flock” The NIV
accurately captures the essence of the elder’s task, as it is
indicated in 1 Peter: the task of the elder is “to shepherd.” The
Greek verb translated “tend” in the RSV (poimainete) means
literally “tend, lead to pasture.” The same task is also men-
tioned in Paul’s final address to the Ephesian elders in Acts
20:28: “Take heed to yourselves and to all the flock, in which
the Holy Spirit has made you overseers to tend the flock of
God.”

The image of the shepherd was as old as it was graphic to
the residents of the Near Eastern communities. Israel’s most
beloved psalm celebrates God as the shepherd who has a
shepherd’s task:

/us



The Church in Exile

m/

He makes me lie down in green pastures,
He leads me beside still waters;
He restores my soul.

The shepherd, in this dry land, led his sheep to water and
protected them from danger. The Old Testament distinguishes
between those shepherds who fail to tend their flocks and
those who conscientiously tend those in their charge (cf. Jer.
23:4). According to the New Testament Jesus is himself the
shepherd (cf. John 10; 1 Peter 2:25). Jesus also commissions
those who will act as shepherds. To the apostles Jesus said,
“Tend my sheep” (Jn. 21:16).

This rich imagery is a reminder of the awesome task of
the elder. Like the apostle before him, he is a shepherd work-
ing on behalf of the chief shepherd. Thus his task is to guide,
nurture and protect the vulnerable flock against its enemies,

The image of the shepherd is a reminder that the task of
the elder is to provide nutrition for the flock. Thus the most
fundamental task of the elder is to know and understand the
Christian faith, to recognize the dangers posed by the “fierce
wolves,” and even to pay the price of protecting the flock.
Thus the elder is primarily a teacher who can guide the church
in the midst of danger. In the church addressed in 1 Peter, the
perilous times required men of faith, learning, and wisdom
who were equipped to lead the church. The church, composed
of “newborn babes” and others who were struggling to live
out their commitments, needed the guidance of older men who
had distinguished themselves as teachers.

In our understanding of the elder’s task, something has
been lost from the perspective of 1 Peter. The elder’s task, in
the common view, has been increasingly separated from that of
providing spiritual nurture. While the professional staff offers
expertise in important areas, it is likely that the increasing
reliance on the professional staff has been accompanied by the
decreasing significance of elders as shepherds who provide
direction for the flock of God.



Leaders and Followers

The Dangers of Leadership

Awesome tasks are often accompanied by great tempta-
tions. The elder has, as 1 Peter suggests, temptations that are
uniquely his, for the authority and respect that are given to
him can easily be abused. Thus the three negative clauses in 1
Peter 5:2-3 are reminders of the temptations of the elder.

We are not sure what temptation is envisioned by the first
negative clause, “not by constraint but willingly.” The phrase
reminds us of Paul’s plea to Philemon in the case of Onesimus,
the runaway slave. Paul preferred to “do nothing without your
consent... but of your own free will.” He wanted not only
Philemon’s compliance with Paul’s decision, but also his
agreement.

The author of Hebrews speaks of the leaders in the
church which he addressed, and he indicated that it is not only
important to find men who will serve. It is important that they
serve “joyfully, and not sadly” (13:17). Perhaps this is what
Peter’s advice addresses. The future of the church is assured
only when men are willing to accept the inconveniences, the
burdens, and even the sleepless nights that accompany leader-
ship. A church which produces no capable men who will find
joy in leading will have no future.

The second temptation of leadership concerns money:
“not for shameful gain but eagerly.” Apparently the leaders of
ancient churches had great temptations in the handling of
money, for they supervised the offerings and were themselves
paid for their services (cf. 1 Cor. 9:7-12). It was beyond
dispute that “the laborer is worthy of his hire,” for the Lord
himself had given this instruction (cf. Lk. 10:7). It was ex-
pected that those who taught would receive gifts from their
pupils (Gal. 6:6). Indeed, the elders of the ancient church were
to be paid for their labor in teaching and preaching (1 Tim.
5:17).

Money had its own temptations, as the warnings in 1
Peter and 1 Timothy. 3:3 indicate. There was always the
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danger that the payment and the handling of significant sums
of money would attract men for the wrong reason. As men
who both received and controlled significant sums, it was
necessary that they maintain the highest standards of ac-
countability in this place of trust.

Money still provides temptations in the church. There is
the temptation that elders and ministers will forget that the
funds belong to God. While it remains true that “the laborer is
worthy of his hire,” there is the temptation to use funds given
to the church to appeal to greed. Wherever men are paid for
their services as laborers worthy of their hire, they must resist
the temptation to work “for shameful gain.” The corporate
models, in which one’s pay is commensurate to his value in the
marketplace, has no place in the church. Nor is the athletic
model, by which the athlete is paid according to the numbers
he can bring in to the arena, appropriate to the church. Lead-
ers who adopt the wrong models in the handling of money lose
all credibility in the church, for the church’s model was pro-
vided by the one who paid the price of serving.

The third temptation, especially for one who carries on
the awesome work of the apostles before him, is the will to
rule. Peter’s third negative clause points to the reality of this
temptation: “not as domineering over those in your charge but
being examples of the flock.” This advice runs like a thread
through the New Testament passages on leadership. Jesus
demanded a new style of leadership where men do not live to
rule over others. In the new “counterculture” which Jesus
called for, leaders would be known for their service. “You
know that those who are supposed to rule over the Gentiles
lord it over them, and their great men exercise authority over
them. But it shall not be so among you; but whoever would be
first among you must be slave of all.”

Money and power may be two of the most primal temp-
tations that drive us. Peter’s advice suggests that they are also
driving forces in the church, to be overcome by those who
lead. Indeed, those who are shepherds of God’s flock follow
the model of the “chief shepherd” (5:4) who took the risks of
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guiding his flock. Those who lead are to be models of the
Christian faith who have advanced in the Christian life.

Guidelines for Followers

Leaders are not the only ones in the Christian community
who are challenged to remember that the chief shepherd calls
his people to renounce the will to dominate. This will to power
can be as much the temptation of those who have no power as
it is of those who hold power. Thus in 1 Peter the “younger
men” who are not yet prepared for leadership are also chal-
lenged to recognize that the will to rule has no place in the
community. They, like others in the community (cf. 2:18; 3:1),
are to recognize the value of submission (5:5), for “God
opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble.”

Throughout the history of Christianity, Christian leader-
ship has been influenced by the patterns of authority which
can be found in the wider culture. The servant leadership of
early Christian communities was soon replaced by a hierarchy
resembling the political establishments of the time. In the
modern period, the patterns of authority are often shaped by
the corporate or political world where one strives to reach the
pinnacle of power. What makes leadership uniquely Christian
in 1 Peter is that the whole community has learned that the
drive for power has no place among those who follow the one
who came to serve.

Questions for Discussion

1. Describe any changes in the leadership of the church
which you have noticed in recent years. To what extent does
the form of leadership inevitably become patterned after
secular leadership styles?

2. Discuss the relationship between 1 Peter 4:7-11 and
5:1-5. How does the strong emphasis on mutual participation
fit with the emphasis on the leading role of the elder?
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3. Discuss the comment that the church was never a
democratic institution whose future was subject to the will of
the majority. What is the role of the will of the people in
decision-making in the church?

4. What are Peter’s credentials as an elder? To what
extent do we look for similar credentials in appointing elders?

5. Discuss the statement that the most fundamental task
of the elder is to know and understand the Christian faith. To
what extent have churches maintained this view of the elder as
teacher?

6. How do the dangers of leadership mentioned in 1 Peter
compare with the dangers of leadership today?

7. What are the primary ways in which money and power
continue to be corrupting influences in the church?

8. 1 Peter accompanies advice to leaders with advice to
followers. How could the church better provide teaching to the
congregation on their relationship to the elders?

9. Describe the features which make leadership distinc-
tively Christian,



Resisting Our
Adversary

“Your adversary the devil prowls around like a
roaring lion, seeking someone to devour.”
1 Peter 5:6-11

Richard Adams’ Watership Down is a story of a warren
of rabbits who have become refugees after the signs of danger
have disturbed the tranquility of their home. The rabbits love
to entertain each other with stories, for stories often help them
understand their fate. One evening, as they are settled in for
the night, one of them tells a story which they have all heard
before. In the beginning, their great ancestors were strong and
powerful. They were so powerful and arrogant that the lord
Frith decided to do something about it. He announced one day
that he would bestow gifts on all of the animal kingdom on a
certain day. But he omitted to tell the great rabbit the time for
the presentation. And so he passed out sharp teeth to the fox
and the weasel, and eyes that could see at night to the cat. By
the time the others had received their gifts, the great rabbit felt
defenseless. When finally he met the lord Frith, he was desper-
ate and afraid because he was defenseless. The lord Frith did
not endow the rabbit with good offensive weapons. But he
endowed him with strong feet for running and the capacity to
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hide. The lord Frith said, “The whole world will be your
enemy,...and whenever they catch you they will kill you. But
first they must catch you.”! The story helped the refugee
rabbits understand their situation. They lived in a hostile
world, and fear was to be their constant companion.

For much of the history of Christianity, Christians have
also lived in a hostile world. Totalitarians around the world
have detested Christians who confessed, “Jesus Christ is
Lord,” for such a confession is a threat to their claim to
absolute allegiance. In many places today, Christians suffer
discrimination and hostility. Many faithful people became
aliens in their own land during the Nazi reign of terror. Today
in totalitarian societies the Christian confession renders believ-
ers vulnerable to hostile regimes. Even in modern democratic
societies, the confession that “Jesus is Lord” is greeted with
hostility. The confession appears to be incredibly intolerant
and arrogant in a society where all claims to truth are regarded
with suspicion. In this society one may be “into” Eastern
religions or self-improvement, as long as no absolute claims
about truth are made, but to say “Jesus is Lord” and to try to
suggest that this is the one path to wholeness is to be consid-
ered hopelessly intolerant.

Before the era of Constantine, the Christian confession
evoked hostility in the populace for very similar reasons. A
society which often showed toleration toward a large number
of cults was intolerant of the Christians. Christians were seen
as “religious fanatics, self-righteous outsiders, arrogant inno-
vators, who thought only their beliefs were true.”? Among the
other religions, one could belong to a variety of cults, but
when one became a Christian he rejected the gods of his family
and neighbors. Christians were aliens in their own lands
because they refused to accept the local gods. This rejection
undoubtedly fueled the many rumors that the Christians were
a dangerous secret society. Consequently, persecutions were
often initiated by the populace, and not by the magistrates.
Christians were accused of “hatred of the human race.”

The threat of persecution hangs over the readers of 1
Peter, as the frequent words of encouragement suggest. Some
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scholars have suggested that the growth of Christianity created
concern among the populace, leading to sporadic outbreaks of
hostility. At the beginning of the letter, we are told that the
genuineness of their faith is being “tested by fire” (1:6-7). The
readers are asked in 3:13, “Who is there to harm you if you
are zealous for what is right?” Near the end of the letter, the
prospect of suffering takes on an even more ominous tone:
“Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal which comes
upon you to prove you” (4:12). The immediate future for the
readers is precarious and beyond the control of the Christian
readers.

This uncertainty is the background for Peter’s concluding
instructions in 5:6-11. Christians must have felt that the world
was their enemy, and they were the prey. The anxieties men-
tioned in 5:7 were apparently a constant presence for the exile
community. Their anxieties were probably very similar to
those which are experienced by other minority groups in every
society. With the absence of basic human rights and the poten-
tial for job discrimination, Christians lived a vulnerable exist-
ence. They needed the resources for facing the future.

Our secular culture has its own anxieties. W.H. Auden
described the twentieth century as the “age of anxiety.” This
anxiety is rooted in the common conviction that events are
beyond our control in a world without God. 1 Peter reminds
us that Christians have their own unique anxiety, for the faith
involves risks. The believer may give up the security of fitting
in with the times. The modern believer, like disciples of all
ages, knows the difficulty of believing when God’s power is
nowhere to be seen. The forces which threaten us often seem
more real than the power of God.

Cast Your Anxieties on Him

How is the Christian to cope with this anxiety? An
answer is provided in the closing section of 1 Peter. The
readers are told, in the first place, “Cast your anxieties on him,
for he cares for you.” The words remind us of Psalm 55:23,
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Cast your burden on the Lord,
and he will sustain you;

he will never permit

the righteous to be moved.

A familiar theme in the New Testament is that the Chris-
tian can be liberated from anxiety. Jesus said, “Do not be
anxious about your life, what you shall eat or what you shall
drink, nor about your body, what you shall put on” (Matt.
6:25). Paul wrote to the Philippians, “Have no anxiety about
anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication let your
requests be made known to God” (Phil. 4:5). Although anxiety
was the natural response for those who were asked to trust in
God when they could see only threats to their existence,
Christians are challenged to overcome it.

How can one overcome anxiety? A simple answer is given
in each of the New Testament passages. Peter says, “For he
cares for you.” Already he has said, “Let those who suffer
according to God’s will do right and entrust their souls to a
faithful Creator” (4:19). Christians have already experienced
the fidelity and the love of God. They know that God cares
because they have been “born again” into God’s new world.
They are the beneficiaries of blessings which were inaccessible
even to the prophets (1:10-12)! Whenever anxiety lurks over
them, they need only to recall the signs that “God cares for
them.”

Jesus’ words about anxiety are accompanied by his
reminder that the God who clothes the lilies of the field will
also take care of his children (Matt. 6:25-33). Thus one does
not overcome anxiety by mere willpower. Christians have seen
the many signs that God cares for us. We know how the
message of love has changed our own lives. At times we see his
care mediated to us within the community of Christians which
God has given us. We have benefited from the care of others,
and our faith has given us the assurance that we are not
abandoned in the universe. “God cares for us!” Behind this
universe is a Father, and we have experienced his love. This
knowledge gives us the strength to overcome anxiety. And
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therefore we “cast our cares on him” in corporate prayer.
God’s exiles are not alone.

In ancient times Christians were often ridiculed because
of the importance that they gave to faith rather than knowl-
edge. Their trust in a God whom they could neither see nor
prove was remarkable to ancient observers. Indeed, the cour-
age of Christians in the face of martyrdom was a common
source of amazement. Christian courage came, no doubt, from
the conviction that their only resource was God. They cast
their cares on Him in corporate prayer, “making their requests
known to God” (Phil. 4:5). Even when God seemed silent, they
placed their trust in Him. They could trust God, even when He
seemed absent, because they had already discovered His care.

Your Adversary, the Devil

The closing words of 1 Peter suggest not only that the
knowledge of God’s love is the answer for the church’s anxi-
ety. There is here also a call for human effort and a reminder
that the church faces a formidable adversary: “Be sober, be
watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls around like a
roaring lion, seeking someone to devour.” The image is vivid.
It reminds us of the psalmist’s cry in Psalm 22:13-14,

Many bulls encompass me,

strong bulls of Bashan surround me;
they open wide their mouths at me,
like a ravening and roaring lion.

The image suggests helplessness and terror! This was the
Christian life — a battle against incredible odds! The roaring
lion was present in the daily lives of Christians. Behind the
many adversaries which placed pressure on Christians to fit in
with their environment was the one great adversary. He was
the one who stood behind the persecutions, the discrimination,
and the threat of violence. The experience of suffering which
was afflicting the brotherhood throughout the world was
nothing less than the terrifying roar of the lion. It was the
source of the Christians’ anxiety.
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Early Christians knew that they were in a battle against
an extraordinary force. “Arm yourselves,” Peter says. “Resist
the devil,” says James (4:7). “We are not contending against
flesh and blood, but against the principalities, against the
world rulers of this present age, against the spiritual hosts of
wickedness in the heavenly places” says Paul (Eph. 6:12ff).
The devil might take many forms. He might look like the
might of Rome or one of its magistrates. Wherever he was, he
was the roaring lion who could cause Christians to quake with
fear. Early Christians took his power seriously.

And now the Christians are being tested by the adversary.
He pleads and entices them to give up the battle. He tests their
commitment and he tells them that the price is too high. He
entices them to blend into society, to cease being an alien in
their own land, to return to the festivals in honor of the gods.
He challenges them to give up these things that make them so
different!

Against such odds one can, of course, cast his cares on
the God who cares. But the challenge demands more than
God’s loving care. Peter calls also for the human response:
Resist him, firm in your faith, knowing that the same experi-
ence of suffering is required of your brotherhood throughout
the world. Christians are challenged to “be sober, be watch-
ful” (5:8) and to resist the power of Satan.

The Present Danger

The early church probably did not need to be convinced
of the terror of the roaring lion, for they lived in dread of its
roar. To the modern reader this language appears ancient. We
do not speak much of “your adversary, the devil.” In the
context of a Christianity which demands little, we seldom
think of the Christian faith as a battle against a formidable
adversary. Who comes to the pleasant surroundings of the
modern church conscious of a roaring lion who is out to
devour us? And who comes thinking that the world is our
enemy, and we are the prey? I doubt if anyone comes expect-
ing to hear that blood-curdling roar.
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In The Closing of the American Mind, Allan Bloom
comments that we live in a time when modern people have
difficulty even using words like “good” and “evil.”* We prefer
not to speak in those words. Our culture has replaced those
ideas with the relativity of all values. To speak of the roar of
the lion and the battle against evil sounds even more unthink-
able to our contemporaries. We scarcely imagine a church
threatened by the power of evil. What danger could possibly
threaten the church as a community?

In Watership Down, there is an occasion when the
refugee rabbits encounter a new warren of rabbits who appear
more secure and well-fed than any that they have ever seen.
Here is the first group of rabbits they have known who know
no danger and who do not feel that the world is its enemy.
They seem to inhabit some kind of paradise, where they no
longer have the most basic characteristic of all rabbits: fear.
They are well-fed and secure. But something is wrong. Rabbits
disappear, and no one is allowed to ask about them. No one is
permitted to ask where they have gone. Finally the newcomers
discover the truth. This paradise is in fact the result of the
farmer’s realization that he does not have to keep rabbits in
hutches if he feeds and looks after them. He would snare a few
from time to time, but not enough to frighten them away. As a
result of the farmer’s plan, the rabbits grew big and forgot the
wild rabbit’s struggle for survival. The snares were all around
them, but they refused to talk about it. They were dying,
although they refused to see the danger that was destroying
their community.

A church which cannot speak of “your adversary, the
devil” may have much in common with the rabbits who
deluded themselves into giving up their natural awareness of
danger. When there is no call to “be sober, be watchful” and
no call to resist the dangers to the church, one may not con-
clude that the church is no longer engaged in a battle against a
formidable adversary.

There are dangers to which one may turn a blind eye. It is
possible to see no danger when in fact the roaring lion is in our
midst. The church in every age faces the adversary. If he
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threatened the first-century church with the terror of mob
action, he threatens the twentieth-century church with new
temptations. He challenges to adjust our message to fit the
tastes of the public. We can even have growing, popular
churches, if we will make no demands on our members. The
adversary is there to tell us that the price of commitment is too
high. He tells us to adapt, to fit in for the sake of a greater
good. It is bad style to speak as if beliefs really matter. Have a
message, he tells us, that is so tame that no one will be of-
fended.

The ancient audience did not need to be convinced of the
reality of the roaring lion. I suspect that we do. Indeed, many
apparently successful churches may, like the well-fed and
fearless rabbits of Watership Down, turn a blind eye to the
threats which destroy them. We may in fact look very healthy,
with impressive growth and activities to involve many mem-
bers, and still be blind to the presence of the roaring lion.

Peter would have said to us as surely as to them: “Be
sober, be watchful....” The roaring lion comes to the church in
all ages, testing here and there, and looking for the point of
attack which is suitable for its age. There is a place for us to
ask what has become of us and where are we going as a
church. As with the rabbits of Watership Down, one resource
is to be able to recognize the presence of danger.

The God of All Grace

Only those who recognize the power of the roaring lion
can appreciate the promise which follows the warning. “And
after you have suffered for a little while, the God of all grace,
who has called you to his eternal glory in Christ, will himself
restore, establish and strengthen you.” The exiles appear to be
no match for the roaring lion. But the exiles are protected by
“the God of all grace.” Those who have no resources of their
own can depend on the God whose strength far surpasses that
of the roaring lion. On the basis of what God has done in the
past, we believe that he has given us a future. The story in
which we are involved will turn out contrary to all appear-
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ances because of God. “To him be dominion for ever and
ever.”
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Questions for Discussion

1. Why has the Christian claim, “Jesus is Lord,” always
been offensive, both to democratic and totalitarian societies?
Discuss whether this claim is actually offensive in American
society. Under what conditions?

2. Examine the references in 1 Peter to the hostility of the
neighbors. What form did the hostility take? Overt persecution
by government authorities? Occasional mob violence? Dis-
crimination?

3. Compare the anxiety of our time with the anxiety
which is described in 1 Peter and elsewhere in the New Testa-
ment. What is the New Testament advice for responding to
anxiety?

4. Discuss the comment that the devil, who appears very

real in 1 Peter, is seldom discussed today. Have we lost some-
thing very important in our not discussing the devil?
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5. In 1 Peter, the emphasis is strongly given to ideas about
“being watchful” because of the strength of the enemy. Have
we seen dangers on two sides? Of those who saw the “enemy”
everywhere? And of those who saw him nowhere? How can

the church find the right balance?



The True Grace
of God

“I bave written briefly to you, exhorting and
declaring that this is the true grace of God.”
1 Peter 5:12-14

In 1896 Charles Sheldon wrote a popular novel, which
was to become a classic statement reflecting the religious
values of millions of Americans of that period. The novel was
entitled In His Steps, and it has sold more than thirty million
copies since its first printing. It has been translated into more
than twenty languages. The novel is set in Raymondpville,
U.S.A., where a congregation was shaken one day by the tragic
death of an unemployed printer'seeking help. The minister and
the rest of the congregation wet%so moved by the experience
that their Christian discipleship was transformed. Casual
churchgoing was replaced by attempts at showing authentic
discipleship. Everyone began to focus his life around the
question: What would Jesus do? That question challenged the
local view of Christianity until a revolution was brought about
within the entire church. The book follows the path of several
members of the congregation as they confront the question,
What would Jesus do? All of the church members discover that
following in the steps of Jesus is more demanding than the
expected routine of church life.
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This discovery has been made by many others who were
confronted with the words of Jesus, which are recorded in the
Gospels. Jesus’ call, “follow me,” was accompanied by the
rigorous demands for taking up a cross (Mark 8:34), abandon-
ing one’s family (Luke 9:60; cf. Luke 14:25), one’s occupation
(cf. Mark 1:18), and one’s wealth (Mark 10:21). Indeed, the
disciples comment that they have “left all” —family, lands,
property— to follow Jesus (Mark 10:28). From the first
century to the twentieth century, these disturbing words of
Jesus have had an impact on Christians, convincing them that
Christ demands more than the “cheap grace” of a domesti-
cated Christianity. In 1940 those words had such an impact on
Dietrich Bonhoeffer that he left the safety of his teaching
position in New York to return to his native Germany, where
he worked against the Nazis until he was arrested and ex-
ecuted. The call to discipleship has had its impact on other
heroic individuals.

Juergen Moltmann once commented that the language of
discipleship has been the preserve of fanatics. The churches
preferred a less demanding form of Christianity which offered
grace at no cost. Sheldon’s book, In His Steps, was not ac-
claimed as a very good novel, but it did confront millions of
people with the demands of discipleship. The title of the book
was taken from 1 Peter 2:21, “For to this you have been
called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an
example, that you should follow in his steps.” This advice to
Christian slaves in 1 Peter is the heart of the epistle, for the
advice extends to all Christians to follow in the steps of Jesus.
This epistle grapples with what it means for the whole church
to follow Jesus “in his steps.” Indeed, the epistle reminds us
that the call to discipleship was meant, not for a few heroic
individuals, but for an entire community.

What does it mean to follow in His steps? While no one
disputes the claim of 1 Peter that Christians follow in the steps
of Jesus, we face an incredible variety of answers when we ask
what it means. For millions in the western world, following
Jesus involves turning to a church community for a blessing at
the major transitional moments of their lives. I was told of a
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local church parish in Germany where a questionnaire was
sent to the local populace asking each household if they were
still members of the state church. Unless people responded
otherwise, they would be considered church members and left
on the church rolls. The church was the place for baptisms,
weddings, funerals, and other special occasions. In America,
the majority of the population follows Jesus, according to the
Gallup polls. For more than fifteen hundred years we have
seen a Christian culture where following Jesus involved few
demands and little change in our lives. Grace has been offered
without discipleship.

When 1 Peter comes to a close, the content of the entire
book is summarized in 5:12: “By Silvanus, a faithful brother as
I regard him, I have written briefly to you, exhorting and
declaring that this is the true grace of God; stand fast in it.”
That is, 1 Peter is a book about the grace of God. It is a very
small book, and the writer correctly says that he has written
briefly. Perhaps Silas, who had earlier been Paul’s companion,
had acted either as a scribe or deliverer of the letter. The letter
is, undoubtedly, what the writer would have said if he had
been there. He has written both to encourage and to testify
(NIV) to a community which could easily have felt abandoned
and hopeless because of the constant pressure of living the
Christian life surrounded by ridicule and hostility. As aliens
and exiles, they had found it costly to follow Jesus, and thus
they needed these words of encouragement and witness.

If the readers felt abandoned in a hopeless situation, they
could have wondered if the grace of God was absent from their
lives. If Christians could have pointed to prosperity or visible
success in their ministry, they might easily have pointed to the
acts of God’s grace and to the power of his presence. If they
had seen signs of victory in their mission, the presence of
God’s grace would not have been doubted. In their difficult
circumstances, the presence of God’s grace was open to ques-
tion.

The content of the entire book is summarized with the
declaration that “this is the true grace of God in which you
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stand.” Others might claim to experience God’s grace, but
these isolated Christians, in their difficult circumstances, were
experiencing the true grace of God in the midst of suffering.

Most readers would summarize the content of 1 Peter in
terms of its attention to the innocent suffering by Christians,
who live as “exiles” (1:1; 2:11) in a hostile environment. The
pervasive theme is the suffering of the Christian (cf.2:19, 20;
3:14; 4:15, 16; 5:9, 10), whose faith is now being tested (cf.
1:6-7). The evidence of 1 Peter suggests that Christians suffer
more from slander and discrimination than from any physical
suffering. This experience, according to 5:12, is “the true grace
of God.” The epistle is written to tell suffering Christians that
the grace of God is experienced, not in times of success and
ease, but at the very moments when their faith is being tested.
If they had felt abandoned by the grace of God, they are told
that they now stand in the grace of God (5:12) when they seem
weak, vulnerable, and defenseless.

What does it mean to follow Jesus? To walk “in his
steps” is, according to 1 Peter, to share the suffering of Jesus
(4:13). Christians are reminded repeatedly in 1 Peter that,
before they were rejected, Christ was the rejected one (2:4-10).
When Christian slaves suffer unjustly, they recall that Christ
went before them. When the whole community suffers for
righteousness’ sake, they recall that Jesus Christ preceded them
in suffering (cf. 3:17-22). But then they are reminded that the
suffering of Jesus ended in victory (3:18-22), for the one who
was rejected is now at the right hand of God. God’s grace was
present in the suffering of His people.

This sense of victory explains why 1 Peter is not charac-
terized by despair, but by hope and joy (cf. 1:3, 13, 21; 3:15
on hope; on joy, cf. 1:6; 4:13). The readers are not the victims
of unfortunate circumstances as they live the exile existence.
They are in fact following in the steps of Jesus on a path that
leads to victory. They, and not their neighbors, are the recipi-
ents of the true grace of God.

At some periods in the history of Christianity this mes-
sage has spoken with special power, while at other times the
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epistle has been an almost forgotten book. We noticed in
chapter 1 that the epistle spoke with great force to those who
attempted to walk “in his steps” in a totalitarian society. The
epistle’s message of encouragement helped many people
discover that the “true grace of God” is to be discovered when
we must depend absolutely on it.

During the Nazi occupation of Norway, the Nazis impris-
oned Eivind Berggrav, a leading churchman, because he spoke
out against the regime. When he felt the persecution of the
Nazis, he once said, “Have you noticed how full of life the
Bible has become, as if written for people in war and during
times of occupation?”! One book which spoke to himin a
special way was 1 Peter. As he was led to prison, he took out
his New Testament and read from 1 Peter 3:15: “Have no fear
of them, nor be troubled, but in your hearts reverence Christ
as Lord.” He found special encouragement — the true grace of
God — in reading 1 Peter.

Whenever Christians have forgotten that walking in the
steps of Jesus is costly, 1 Peter has been a forgotten book. The
“true grace of God” hardly seems necessary for communities
which are rich with their own resources. Where membership in
the family of God is offered at bargain-basement prices, the
message of 1 Peter is sure to be irrelevant, for only alien
communities will find that this book still speaks a word of
encouragement.

The contemporary church is faced with a crisis of identity
as it faces the changes which have taken place in our culture.
We are coming to the end of the Constantinian era, which has
extended from the fourth century to the twentieth century. We
are moving from the time of a “Christian society” when our
values were commonly accepted to a secular society where
Christians will belong to a minority group. Christians will face
the dilemma that has been faced before: Shall we adjust our
message in order to be less offensive to the modern mind? Shall
we demand only the moral commitments which will be accept-
able to our populace? Or shall we accept the role of aliens in
our own land?
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A persuasive case is made among many Christians to take
the steps which will ensure the popular place of Christianity in
our society. The path to church growth, we are sometimes
told, is to offer a message that is not objectionable. A local
church in Austin advertises, “We take them any way that we
can get them.” Such a path may actually work, but it is hardly
walking in the steps of Jesus.

Neil Postman, in Amusing Ourselves to Death, has
described the dilemma which faces those who communicate
the gospel to this secular culture. In his chapter entitled,
“Shuffling Off to Bethlehem,” he notes that popular religious
broadcasters have no message of discipleship, for their task is
to attract people. In some of the most successful religious
programs, the need to attract the audience requires exotic
locations, handsome personalities (celebrities, if possible), and
sophisticated marketing procedures. He says, “the preachers
are forthright about how they control the content of their
preaching to maximize their ratings.” The executive director
of the National Religious Broadcasters Association sums up
what he calls the unwritten law of religious broadcasters:
“You can get your share of the audience only by offering
people something they want.” Where the people are offered
what they want, the call to follow Jesus “in his steps” is not
heard. Instead, what is offered is affluence, peace of mind, and
other items on the perceived wish list of the viewers. It is a
world that is far removed from 1 Peter, where “the true grace
of God” is costly and demanding.

Peter’s challenge to “stand fast” (5:12) in this grace is a
challenge not only to the residents of ancient Asia Minor, but
to the contemporary church as well. Christianity began as an
unpopular minority movement. When the church maintained
its identity, it made an impression on the wider populace. The
proper role of the church in a secular culture is not to offer the
populace what it wants, but to follow the path of the rejected
one who gave himself for others.
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A Worldwide Fellowship (5:13)

The communities undoubtedly found strength to stand
apart from their societies in those house churches where they
knew that they had a place to belong. The opening words of 1
Peter indicate that they could even find strength in the knowl-
edge that their situation was shared by Christians in Pontus,
Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia. In §:9, they are
challenged to endure their situation, “knowing that the same
experience of suffering is required of your brotherhood
throughout the world.” Even without the modern means of
communication, local house churches knew that they belonged
to a brotherhood which was located “throughout the world.”
The closing words of 1 Peter also provide the reminder of this
worldwide brotherhood: “She who is at Babylon, who is
likewise chosen, sends you greetings; and so does my son
Mark” (5:13).

The “Babylon” of 1 Peter is apparently Rome, as the
references to Babylon in the book of Revelation suggest (Rev.
14:8; 16:19; 17:5; 18:2). The final greeting indicates the strong
bonds which connect not only Peter and Mark to the churches
in this distant region, but the bonds which brought churches
together as well. At the beginning of the letter, the exile recipi-
ents of 1 Peter are called God’s “chosen” (or “elect”) ones. At
the conclusion of the letter they are reminded that they have
brothers and sisters who are “likewise chosen” by God. While
they are separated from their families and neighbors, they are
united with Christians who live thousands of miles away.

Ancient people would have been amazed to see the ties of
solidarity which connected Christians in distant lands. The
writers of the letters of the New Testament routinely add their
greetings at the end of the letters. These greetings are often
accompanied by the greetings of Christians in the local church
where the writer is staying. The author of Hebrews concludes
his letter, “Greet all your leaders and all the saints. Those who
come from Italy send you greetings” (13:24). Paul concludes
Philippians, “The brethren who are with me greet you” (3:21).
In Romans, the scribe says, “I Tertius, the writer of this letter,
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greet you in the Lord.” Then follow greetings from Gaius,
Paul’s host, Erastus, the city treasurer, and Quartus (16:23).
Both 1 and 2 Corinthians conclude with greetings from the
church in Asia. We do not know what past relationships lie
behind these greetings. In many instances, Christians knew
their brethren in distant lands from their frequent travels. In
other instances, they knew them from reports which they
received. While they could not have known each other well,
they found in Jesus Christ the bonds which united them.

The contemporary church could be strengthened enor-
mously if Christians recognized that our community includes
not only God’s chosen ones in the local congregation, but the
many who are “likewise chosen” (1 Pet. 5:13) in our own
cities and in distant lands. Congregations are united by the
same confession of faith, and together they are shaped by the
same story of the one who was rejected by his contemporaries.

Today local churches sometimes appeal to the consumer
mentality of the people, entering into competition with other
congregations. Under these circumstances church growth is
reduced to gaining a competitive edge with other Christian
communities. The competitive edge is not likely to come from
calling a community to be a holy people, but from demanding
less. Where we seck this competitive edge, our concern is only
with the health of our own community. In extreme situations,
churches grow at the expense of other churches, even finding
satisfaction in the misfortunes of other communities. In 1
Peter, local communities of Christians regard distant commu-
nities as members of the same family. They are brought to-
gether by their common choice to walk in the steps of Jesus.

Today the task for the church is not to become more
popular to a secular society, but to be faithful to its commit-
ment. We will discover that “the true grace of God” is to be
found in being God’s “counter culture.” As in the late first
century, it is no unfortunate circumstance if Christians are
exiles in their own land. Our story did not begin with a popu-
lar Savior, but with one whose people did not receive him. The
place for his people is to follow “in his steps.”
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Carl E. Braaten, Stewards of the Mysteries (Minneapolis: Augsburg,
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?Neil Postman, Amusing Owrselves to Death (New York: Penguin,
1984) 121.

*Quoted in Postman, 121.

Questions for Discussion

1. Discuss instances in the history of Christianity where
Jesus’ call to follow him resulted in extraordinary sacrifice. Is
it true that discussion of discipleship is a forgotten topic in
most churches? Explain.

2. 1 Peter is summarized with the words: “This is the true
grace of God.” Discuss the difference between the concept of
the grace of God in 1 Peter and in our normal discussion of the
topic. Compare the “true grace” with “cheap grace.”

3. Under what circumstances is 1 Peter likely to be a
forgotten book?

4. Discuss the most frequent advertisements you have
seen from churches. What role does the cost of discipleship
play? What reasons are commonly given for one to become a
church member? How does this message compare with 1
Peter?

5. Discuss the significance which 1 Peter places on a
worldwide fellowship, indicating the importance of the wider
brotherhood for our Christian life. Compare the sense of
brotherhood and “connectedness” reflected in 1 Peter with our
own emphasis on the wider fellowship. How is the wider
fellowship important to us?
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